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For Emily

my first reader and then girlfriend, fiancée, and findly wife as| wrote this book

PROLOGUE

Brown vines dried and crumbled aong the village Refojee-Ten's edges. Everything thirsted for the
impending rainy season: the dry jungle, the hard-packed dirt roads winding through the village, the two
wells, and the drooping emerad ears of corn.

Wiry dders sat hunched over rickety tables outside playing cards, their eyes scanning the
late-afternoon sky asthey shuffled and dedlt.

In the distance over the green fringe of the treetops, the hazy Wicked High Mountains cut and
shredded dark clouds, forcing them to release sheets of rain several days wak away from Refojee-Ten.
The edersflicked their cards, flashed their gums, and licked lips asthey eyed the picturesin their
calloused hands.

Rainy season tugged at their joints. It made them fed older, creskier, and yet thankful life was about to
return because soon the jungle air blowing into the streets would be wet, the roads muddy, and the corn
s0 fresh you could hear it grow at night in thefields.

Y es, rainy season would burst in any day now.

So no one jumped when the thunder cracked the sky. They looked up and nodded, wiseto the land's
regular cycle proving itsdf for yet another year, asit had dl the many years of their lives before.

But the thunder did not die and give way to fat raindrops. It continued to boom louder and louder until
mothers ran away from their wash-linesto grab their children. Men stopped and looked up at afiery
smoketrail that crossed the sky.

The elders dropped their cards and stood up, shielding their eyesto watch in awe as awhite-hot
firebal flew over the village. The ground shook asit disgppeared into the jungle with a distant explosion.
Panicked birds swirled into the air to create confused patterns of bright plumage above the trees.

Thesmoky trail remained in the sky until dusk.



By that time the greatest huntersin Refojee-Ten had taken up their rifles and walked off into the
dangerous night with torches to see what this curiogity was.

Two days later the hunters found a section of the jungle where the trees had been blown down like mere
gicks.

Cautious, they followed the destruction inward. To walk over the hot ground, they bound their feet
with aloe and arm-sized leaves. They choked from the smoke. When they could walk into the destruction
no longer, they turned around and found aweary-looking man Sitting on asteaming meta boulder.

Hewore atop hat, along trench coat, and black boots. His eyeswere gray, his dreadl ocks black, and
hisface ashen. It was asif thisman had not seen sunin dl hislife, but was born brown once,

He spoke gibberish to them, then touched histhroat severa times until the hunters understood his
words.

"Wheream 1?7’

Near the village of Refojee-Ten, they told him, which isasfar from the north coast asit isfrom the
south coast, but aweek'swalk from the Wicked High Mountains.

They asked him if he came down from the sky, and how hedid it.

The man ignored their questions. He legped from the meta boulder and landed among them. He
pointed a their rifles.

"These wegpons, you got them where?"

They told him they traded with northerners for them: bush hunters and merchants. It was an infrequent
trade, but enough to let the villagers understand the world outside the jungle's depths. Therifles, they
knew, were made in a place called Capitol City.

"And how would | get there?"

Go north through the jungle, they said, to Brungstun, and then use the coastal road. Or wait for a
northerner to come trade with us and go with them.

This stisfied the stranger. He seemed harmless, tired, and thin. He looked much like apae insect one
might find in the mud, so they took him back to the village. On the way back he ae their dried foods and
acted asif they were the finest medts.

He only stopped eating once: to stare at abush by their side. A jaguar legpt out, and the stranger
grabbed itsthroat and dung it across the road. The hunters watched the cat drop to the ground, neck
twisted at an odd angle.

The stranger stayed in the village for aweek. He ate anything offered to him and gained strength. When
heleft, his muscles bulged. His skin looked like earth now; a proper and hedthy color for aman.

He chose, againg dl their protestations, to wak north through the dangerous jungle to go find the rest
of the world. He asked one last question while among the Refojee-Ten villagers. "How long do | have
until carniva?"

They told him the number of months. Though, they knew, some towns celebrated carnival on different
days throughout the land. When they asked him why he wanted to know about carniva, the man smiled.



"I'm looking for an old friend, one who never missescarniva.” And that was dl he said.

After heleft, the hunterstalked at length about what they had seen and wondered who he was. But the
elders shook their heads over their cards. Not who, they said to the hunters. What.

When pressed for further details, they shook their heads and turned back to their cards, waiting for
rainy season to sart.

PART ONE
THE WICKED HIGHS

CHAPTER ONE

The Wicked High Mountains loomed around Dennis and his men asthey skirted house-sized, reddish
dabs of rock jutting from the soil, avoided deep, echoing chasms, and paused at atiny sream tofill their
canteens.

Abovethetreelinetheair cooled enough that Dennis could see his own breath. Y esterday he would
have been amused. Today his huffing betrayed how fast he moved over the crumbling ground.

Dennislooked around at his men. Mongoose-men. Nanagada's best bush warriors. They hopped from
rock to rock with grunts. Some had long dreadl ocks down their backs and full beards. Others had short,
cropped hair. They came from all over Nanagada, and despite being smeared with mud and colored
chak to help them blend into the shadows, they had skin ranging from mountainside and Capitol City soft
brown to south-coast dark black.

Each man dressed in gray: heavy canvastrousers, long-deeved shirts, and floppy wide-brimmed hats.
All over thisdull uniform sticks and |leavesjutted out, glued on in random patterns.

Out of thejungle and on the rock they stood out like shaggy gray-and-green crestures.
Still, thiswas the quickest way to Mafolie Pass.

The second moon rose. A dim double-lit darkness would be far better than the blatant daylight they'd
been running in. Dennis glanced at the sky. They'd be lesslikely to get spotted by an Aztecaairship at
night.

Earlier, many miles downrange of Mafolie Pass, they'd captured an Azteca scout. Much to their surprise,
the Aztecan knew severa code phrases. The mongoose-men had few spies among the Azteca. It wasa
rare encounter.

Most Aztecawho came over the mountains fled for Capitol City: Nanagada's farthermost northeastern
point. Asfar from their past asthey could get.



This Aztecan said his name was Oaxyctl. O-ash-k-tul . His teeth chattered. He had barely made it over
the mountains. Shivering, hungry, and hardly understandable, he told them Mafolie Pass was under
attack.

"That happen sometimes," the mongoose-men replied. Aztecathrew various-Szed attack parties at the
pass randomly to test the thick walls and Mafolie's perfectly placed guns, but the pass remained
impenetrable. The mongoose-men based Nanagada's defense from Mafolie Pass.

"Not from the pass,” the spy hissed, hisback againgt the rough bark of aturistree, hislegsin the mud.
"Mafolie Passthe only place any big army ableto cross," Dennis objected.

The spy wiped hisface with adirty deeve. "They dug atunne," he spat. "Y ou understand?'

They blinked. "A tunnel? Under the whole mountain? We would know about that."

"Nopuluca," the spy cursed at them. "Azteca dug for a hundred years now. They fooled you into
thinking they were gtill testing the pass while dways digging. But they're here. Believe me. We are dead

Hed begged water and food off them. They'd told him where the next low-mountain station was. Then
the strange spy scrambled off down the mountainside.

"If wedl done dead,” they cdled after him as he clambered down into the thick greenery, "why you
come here? Where you think you going?"

But he had aready disappeared into the bush.

Dennis and his mongoose-men broke their camp after aminute's consultation, leaving anything they
couldn't carry whereit sat, and started the run for Mafolie Pass.

The heavy morning mist made it impossible for Dennisto see more than afew trees ahead. Smal animads
skittered around them, noises amplified in the dimness. The mongoose-men relaxed abit, back in the
jungle now. They were gtill three hours from Mafolie Pass. Better they relax now and not fray their nerves
before getting closer.

A twig sngpped. Dennissignaed stop by flicking hiswrigt.

The group'srifle barrelsrosein quiet unison.

"Pddeeett?" chirped avoicefrom deep in the migt. It sounded birdlike enough to fool any townie.
"Pass?' Denniscalled ouit.

"Plain porridge," camethe answer. "No sugar.”

Everyone lowered their rifles. Their best runner, Allen, had dropped his packs and gone ahead
yesterday to scout. Now he pushed through a pricker bush, swest dripping from his forehead, and
grabbed an offered canteen. He splashed water on hisface.

"Comefollow me." Allen wiped hisface on hisdeeve, smearing dirt over his cheeks and breaking a
leef Off hishat.

"Azteca?' Dennis asked.
Allen nodded.



No onedung ther rifles.

Allen led them down through aravine, then back up the other sde. They followed him, leaning into the
sharply angled ground, armsloose, zigzagging up. A smal dirt road cut through the bush at the top. Next
to it a stone sentry-house perched on the ravine's edge. Thick moss clung to the cracksin thewall and
dripped with condensation.

"Y ou had see anything?' Dennis asked.

Allen shook his head. His baggy canvas shirt was stained with sweet over the chest and armpits. "It
red quiet now," hesaid. "Come."

Together they walked forward. Allen pointed at adead anima beside the sentry-house. Hies buzzed
around it. Denniswalked over; saw apair of hands bound with rope. "L ook upon that." He pushed the
flayed body with hisboot. He managed to rall it over, bresthing through his mouth to avoid the smell. He
pulled his machete free from its scabbard strapped to hislower leg. "Seethat?' He pointed at the ragged
hole between the corpse's second and third ribs.

"Them cut through for him heart,” amongoose-man said.
"Warrior-priest in ahurry, don't want cut through no breastbone,” Allen added.

Dennis didn't see an eagle-stone imprint. Some passing Aztecawarrior did thisin ahurry without the
usual Azteca equipment. Typicd of asmal hunting party come over the dmost impassable Wicked Highs
... but thiswas here in the heart of the mongoose-men'sworld.

Allen pointed to the sSides of the dirt road. " See that crush-up leaf and footprint? | guess athousand
comethrough. At lesst.”

A thousand. No smdl hunting party. A full invasion swing toward Mafolie Pass, but on this side of the
mountain. Just asthe spy had said.

Dennis glanced down the road, imagining the tightly packed throng of bright feathers and padded
armor marching down the mountains and into Nanagada. If they destroyed Mafolie Pass, Azteca could
come over the mountainswith ease. With enough time and supplies they could march anywherein
Nanagada. The Aztecawould rule everything if no longer held back by the mountains.

"Got some decisions for we make." Dennis squatted by the road. He leaned forward on the machete's
handle for balance. The dark blade dug into the dirt. " ou al ready for some heavy reasoning?’

The mongoose-men stood in aloose circle around him. Two stood up on either side of the road,
looking around the curve for any surprises.

"Mafolie Pass probably dready run over," Dennissaid. "Welate. So what next?'

Allen shuffled in thedirt. "No whed imprint here" Helooked up at everyone. "These Aztecadl
moving on foot, seen?"

"Make sense, whed don't do you much good in the mountain.”

"They have no supplieswith them. They moving light, moving quick. But they go haveto get supply
coming behind them if they want eat.”

Dennis thought about the hungry, tired spy. How much food could these Aztecacarry? A few
daysworth a the mogt.

There had to be supplies on the way.



"Y eah. More Azteca go be coming down the mountain,” Dennis agreed. "We could choose to run
down the mountain to warn people, or we can dow down Azteca supply.”

"Could do both, if we split up,” Allen said.

Dennis cleared histhroat and |ooked around, an unspoken question in the air. Who stayed to face
more Azteca, and who got to run down the mountain to do the warning?

They drew straws. Four men would split with Allen to run down the mountains and find the nearest
dtation with aworking telegraph. If al the wires were aready cut, they would do their best to make it
through the jungle to warn any townsthey came across.

"Pddeeett!"

Dennislooked up. One of the men doing watch down the road. "'Y eah?"
"Aztecal"

"Supply or warrior? How many?"

"Jaguar warrior party, no supply-men,” the lookout yelled back. Denniss ssomach churned. A supply
group would have been easy to ambush. A hundred. They got clubs and packs and guns. A bunch of
regular-looking warrior coming behind aswell.”

Allenlooked at Dennis and undung hisrifle. Dennis shook his head. "L eave. Now. We go hold them
down abit. Y ou run. Get theword out. Hear?"'

Allen nodded and shook Dennis's hand. Then Dennis pushed Allen away and picked up hisrifle. He
jogged toward the bend as Allen grabbed his pack, strapped it on, and disappeared down the ravine
with four mongoose-men following him.

Dennis dowed and inched hisway up the roadside, using the heavy bush as cover. The lookout
scrabbled hisway over on hiselbows and carefully parted a pricker bush for Dennisto look through.

Aztecafeathers and standards flapped anima likenessesin the wind. Thefirst scouts appeared down
the road. Then thefirst row of regular Aztecamarched out, adust cloud risng around them.

"Some say a cornered mongoose the most vicious," Dennis said. "We go be even more ferocious.”

Therest of hishandful of men crawled into the bush near him. They dug around for the best hiding
positions. One mongoose-man monkeyed up atree, hisfeet kicking off loose bark.

Dennisraised his gun and sighted the lead banner carrier. "When you ready.”

A rifle cracked from up in the tree. The Aztecaline dowed. The mongoose-men opened fire and the
first row of Azteca dropped to the road. Dennisfired. The gun bucked into his shoulder. He blinked his
eyes clear and reloaded, levering the still-steaming spent cartridge out with a practiced flick.

The Aztecareturn fire ripped through the bush around him. Pain exploded down Dennissarm. He
grabbed his shoulder, trying to stop the blood spurting into the leaves around him. Feet pounded the
ground as Azteca dashed through the branches a them.

Dennis heard more shots from his men, branches snapping, grunts, gasps, and screams as Aztecaand
mongoose-men fought hand to hand.

A light-skinned warrior jumped past Dennis, smacking him in the head with aclub.



He struggled to raise hisrifle with one hand, but it was knocked free. Two Jaguar scouts grabbed his
legs and pulled him out onto the road. They aimed their wegpons down at him.

Dennislay there and looked up into the sky.

The mist had cleared away. Between the blotchy green leaves and branches he saw that a strong wind
was pushing clouds rapidly through the sky, far above him.

Againg the sound of the pitched jungle battle, the two rifles above him fired, one just after another.

CHAPTER TWO

John deBrun sat in a canvas chair and doodled on a piece of paper with hisgood hand. Hisleft hand, a
smple sted hook, rested with the tip dug into the chair's wooden arm. He drew a semicircle on one side
of the paper with aswoop of his quill. He did the same on the other side to form an egg. Then he shaded
shapes onto it. Wicked spikes. Shadowsin the crevices. John added water dripping from the spikes, a
dight dg§avu moment flitting through him, and then held the piece of paper back a arm's length.

Just aspiked sphere. That's all. He set the paper on the floor.

Severd other sketcheslay on avarnished tablein the basement's corner. A giant metal bird with a
beak that writhed into ahuman face. A haf-finished sketch of awoman mdting into afiery sun.

Thelargest painting hung from the ceiling. John often lay benegth its chaotic blue ocean-wave
landscape. When salt spray drifted in through his shutters, John recalled sailors screams and water
streaming across the deck. Cold, frigid water.

Half-sunk into the earth, his house remained nice and cool, despite the heat outside. Wonderful
protection as dry season came to the lowest dopes of the Wicked Highs. After al day fishing the
Brungstun reefs, John often retreated down here. But even at the basement's coldest, it never compared
to the chills he got when looking at the painting.

"Hey," said afamiliar voice. The twenty-year-old memories of hissal north fled. John turned. His
thirteen-year-old son, Jerome, sat on the gairs. "Mamma done cooking. Y ou go come up to et or
what?'

"What'd she cook?" John didn't sound Nanagadan. He'd spent enough years listening, but he kept to
his own strange language patterns. Despite his son'steasing. Or thein-laws. It wasthe only thing he had
from hispadt.

"Sdtfish sew. Rice-n-pea,” Jerome said.

John loved Shanta's cooking, but could never find enthusiasm for her weekly dose of saltfish. Just rice
and peas for him today, then.

He leaned forward and stood with agrunt. The scars down hislegs ached. Jerome grinned and ran up
the sairs.

"He coming, he coming,” Jerome yelled, headed for the kitchen.



Shantaleaned around the corner, then turned her attentions back to the iron skillet of rice. Coa
burned in the square stove's bin, heating the kitchen's confines. Her white dress shifted against her curved

hips.
"What take you so long?' Shantaberated him. "I call you dready.”

John sat down at the scarred table. A plate of fresh john-nycakes till glistened with oil in the middie of
the table. John reached over and speared one with his hook.

Jerometurned in hischair. "He using he hook to eat hefood." Jerome grinned as hetold on his dad.
Shanta turned around and gave John alook. John avoided her eyes and pulled the fried dough off his
hook.

Shanta set the skillet on the table. "Quit playing,” she warned.
Father and son exchanged meaningful mock glares, blaming each other for drawing Shantasirritation.

"Y ou want to go into town with me, tomorrow?" John asked Jerome. Jerome scrunched up hisface
and thought about it.

"Yeah. Where?'

"l need to go out to SaAlt Idand.” The salt bin had reached the halfway mark last week, and John
needed to make some extrafun money aswell; carniva started in two days. He didn't want to be broke
during thefood fair. It was hisfavoritetime of year. "'If you help me, I'll give you some money for
canivd."

Shantafilled Jerome's bowl with sdltfish stew and then nudged the pot toward John. He shook his
head. She sighed and handed him the skillet of rice and peas. "Be back before dark. Y ou know how |
get whenyou out late.”

John nodded. It would be Jerome'sfirst sail out of the harbor. "WEell be back intime." Jerome kicked
him in the shin and John winced. "Don't do that," he warned in his best "danger” voice. It was hafhearted.
Jerome had been a surprise after Six years of marriage. Shanta had been thirty-six and they both had
worried throughout the pregnancy. John doted on his son asaresult. The strong emotions till sometimes
dartled him.

Later, once Jerome dept in his room, John helped Shantawith the dishes. She cleaned. He rinsed and set
them on the rack.

"Heexcited," Shantasaid.

"Yeah, hell enjoy thetrip out." John'shook hit apot and clinked as he balanced the |last wooden bowl
on the other dishes. Shantaflicked the water off her hands. John moved up close to her when she turned.
"Hdlo, Miss Braithwaite."

"Mr. deBrun. How you doing?'

"Fine. Fine." John kissed her and held her close; histanned and weathered skin againgt her deep
brown. "I thought about you when | was fishing today."

"What you think?"
"How much you would have liked to salt those groupers we netted.”

"Hey! Man, why you tease me 07"



"'Causel loveyou."

"Ah." Sheleaned into him. Then: "John?"

"Yeeh?'

"When you painted . . . you remember anything?'

"No." He kissed her hair and noticed several gray streaks. More and more had been appearing. Y et
she never commented on the fact that when sheld met John, he'd looked ol der than her, and now he
looked younger. "Don't worry about it." He loved her for caring. Shantadidn't talk much about the gap in
John'smemory. Y et sometimes it seemed to him she secretly worried about it more than hedid. Did she
want him to stop thinking about it because it dways tore him up so? Or did she worry about some past
secret that might be exposed that would tear them apart?

Shanta grabbed atowel and dried her hands. "I don't want Jerome going sailing much after this."

"Why not?" John took the dish towe from her hands and hung it up on apeg. "What harm istherein
it?"

"I remember when they pull you up out the water. Twenty-seven years, John, but | remember. You dl
wrinkled. Strapped to somefloaty thing . . ."

"Y ou were young." John remembered her standing on the beach. Then he remembered the gray
gresksin her hair and regretted saying it.

"Huh," Shantasnorted. "Twenty-two. Old enough to give you plenty grief."

John had struggled with the fact he couldn't remember anything before he had washed up on the
beach. He had taken his name off the silver necklace around his neck with the name John deBrun written
on it. Even though he didn't speak like everyone else, he understood Nanagadans. Which meant he must
have been exposed to the land before.

John stayed to sail boatsin Brungstun, hoping to regain his memories. He could picture mapsin his
head asif they were before him. He could navigate by stars, sun, map, and with hiseyes closed. But he
started out a horrible sailor. He had known nothing about winds or the tides or the waves and weather
around Brungstun.

"Hewon't be likeme," John said. "None of that adventuring spirit. Hell grow up, be respectable. A
town banker, right?" Shanta mock-punched hisarm. "He won't break any young girls hearts" John
teased, continuing. "Won't leave for Capitol City . . ." Shantas grin disappeared.

After Sx yearslearning the seawith locd fishermen, John had trekked to Capitol City with asmall
group of mongoose-men led by Edward, a bushman who became aclose friend for the trip there.

Shanta stepped away from him. "Don't talk about Capitol City, John. Not tonight. | never dept when
you was sailing the ocean. | don't want ever think you was dead again. Y ou know how horrible—"

"I'm sorry." John pulled her back to himinahug. "I'll shut up." During the trip John had looked for
cluesto his past in other towns on the way north, and in Capitol City itsalf. Hed been offered achance to
joinatrio of shipsas navigator. The expedition wasto seeif there was land to the north, but in the
dangerous, icy waters of the north seas John had found nothing but death, and some fame as he
navigated the single surviving ship back to Capitol City. Hed been forged into a captain and aleader
during that horrible trip back to Capitol City from theicy north. Or maybe that had been something
adwaysinhim. "I came back, right? I'm here now."



Shanta shrugged. She spun away from him. "No excusefor all that."

"Let'squit being glum. Carniva'sadmost here" He turned around with alarge grin.

Shantasighed. "Y ou and carniva. Look at you. You likealittle boy, dl excited.”

John extended his good arm and danced aquick circle around her. " Just a couple days." He smiled.

"Comeon." She smiled back and pulled him aong. John followed her down the hal to their room.
Shanta paused at the doorway. "It redlly cold there up in the north, like you say?"

"Y ou could seeyou breath." John imitated her accent to make her laugh and, at the sametime,
remembered that the cold had amost killed him. He helped Shanta unstrap the hook. She didn't need
help with hisloose shirt, and by now he could undo the back of her dresswith one hand.

"Please don't go adventuring north again,” she whispered.
"Once was enough. Never again.”

They made love. She chased the chill out of him.

For thenight.

CHAPTER THREE

Oaxyctl ran through the jungle toward Brungstun in the double-shadowed light of the twin moons that
peeked out from between abreak in the rain clouds. He was so close to safety since making it out of the
mountains, skirting well wide of Mafolie Pass and afew mongoose outposts aong theway. Hed come
too far not to makeit now.

The padded cloth strips wrapped around hisfeet pulled loose. Round trellis leaves dapped him and
left conical stickies and dripping sap down his chest. Oaxyctl dowed down and hopped, pulling one foot
up to hishands. Hetore the last piece of dirty white cloth off hisright foot and threw it into the trees. The
movement tripped him up, and Oaxyctl pitched forward.

He threw his hands up and did through sweet-smelling, half-decayed leaves. He scrambled over a
root, caught his balance again, and wiped away dirt stuck to hisforearms.

Heknew hewas easy prey. Heleft tracks. Tracks al over the place: the footprints, the cloth, the
broken twigs, and thedirt faling from hisarms. Even if heleft nothing to betray him, it would till follow.
Thiswas a desperate dash for freedom. Oaxyctl legpt over vinestwining themselves over the ground and
twisted past tree trunks he couldn't put his arms around.

Any magicd abilitiesingdethetal, domelike ruins hed stumbled on afew hours back had failed
centuries ago. The men who had grown the buildings rock outer shells had died not long after, and no
one would think to occupy abuilding of the ancients this deep in thejungle. Oaxyctl had hoped just to
shelter from therain for anight in them. But when held pulled himsdf over the glassy, dick soneand
looked down, he'd seen flesh and metal hanging from ahook forced into the wall benesth him. A wall
that he could have shot agun at and not chipped. Two heartslay tossed in the mud underneath. Oaxyctl



had looked at the broken saplings and torn vines throughout the courtyard, claw marksin the mud, and
known exactly what he saw.

A Teotl, agod, was surely here.

He had let go and did down the Side, not even noticing as he banged his chin against the lip, and run
back into the forest.

Now Oaxyctl burst out of the steaming, cool rain forest and into acopse. Mud stretched out before
him for two hundred yards. Beyond that he could see tamarind treeswaving in the gusting wind. Rainfell,
and then poured down, in sheets. It spattered into tiny pools that collected in kidney-bean shapes across
the sea of brown.

Helooked down at his bare feet. Cold freshwater rushed in to encircle them as hisfeet sank down into
the mud.

Footprints, Oaxyctl gibbered to himsdf. Footprints everywhere! In hismind's eye he could seethe
long line of printsleading across the muddy copse hewould leave asheran.

"Swveet, swest, Quetza coatl." He dug at hisleft hand with afingernail. He scratched until blood
trickled down into the skin between hisindex finger and thumb. Quetza coatl didn't accept blood
sacrifice. Many others demanded it, though, and Oaxyctl had to try something. He scratched and
scratched until the blood flowed freely and mixed with therain.

"Thisisnot even my land," Oaxyctl said. "But | would fertilizeit with my own blood for mercy.”

A trelistree snapped and shook in the wind. Oaxyctl jumped. He looked around, hiseyeswide. The
wind died. Theworld fell slent. In the distance afrog let out along belching croak, then shut up.

Oaxyctl broke from the protection of the forest and sprinted across the mud. The ground threstened to
dip out from under him. Heflailed hisarmsto keep balance. Hyperventilating and doshing through
puddles, he got halfway acrossthe two hundred yards before he heard along, sharp whistleinthe air
above him.

Hefroze.

The Teotl landed in front of him with awet explosion of mud that plastered Oaxyctl from head to toe
and threw him backward from hisfeet. Oaxyctl sat up and huddled forward. He shook with fear and
averted hisgaze.

Hewasn't scared of dying. No. He was scared of far worse. Oaxyctl feared the pain that was sure to
come.

"Notecuhu,” hewhimpered. My lord. "Please, it isagreat honor." He crawled forward, not taking his
eyes off the mud that amost touched his nose.

Squelch, squelch. The sound of the clawed feet dushing forward sent shiversroiling down Oaxyctl's
gut. He tasted bitterness coming up histhroat and his nose flared as he smelled rotted flesh. Facethislike
the warrior you are, he urged himsalf. Be noble. Meet an honorable desth and give your heart willingly.
He thought these things even though some deegper ingtinct in him raged to fight tooth and nail to the last
gasping second.

But that would accomplish nothing, Oaxyctl knew. His body tensed like rope about to fray and snap,
and Oaxyctl steded hissoul.

"Amixmahuih?" the deep and raspy voice of the Teotl asked.



"l am not afraid,” Oaxyctl said.

"Cualli." Good. The Teotl wrapped two sandpapery thumbs around Oaxyctl's neck. The four fingers
rested on hisspine. "Quimichtin. Spy. Traitorous creature, we know of your betraya. But we are not
donewith you."

The Teotl cupped Oaxyctl's chin with its other hand. It drew along bead of blood up his neck with its
second thumb. The hand was ribbed with tatters of pale, blue-veined skin.

"I was found out." The Nanagadans had caught him and sent him back over the mountainsto work for
them. "What could | do?’

The Teotl ignored hisrationdization of double treason. "What you will do now iswhat | bid you. You
know where other quimichtin are here, onesthat you have not betrayed just yet. Give them away. The
black human warriorsthat live on this Sde of the mountainswill trust you and et you walk among them if
you give them thisinformation, and if you fight ontheir sde.”

Oaxyctl dared to look at the Teotl'slegs. Externa bones ran down the midnight black cartilage of its
thighs. On each side of the Teotl's hip, rain and pus quivered aong the joints of tentacles, one of which
dirred, coils shifting to reved tiny jaws.

"I will do s0." Oaxyctl looked back down.

The Teotl shifted its grip and pulled Oaxyctl out of the mud. Oaxyctl struggled for ar as two thumbs
pressed down on his chest and the Teotl's fingers on his back pushed his shoulder bladesin. He dangled
above the mud. Oaxyctl faced the god and panted. Here stood a being whose kind dwelled in Aztlan's
sacrificia pyramids. It wore a cape of flayed human skin, the empty, floppy arms knotted around the
Teotl's neck, feet twined around the tentacles by the god's hip.

It shook rusted locks of hair and looked at him through oval stedl eyes.

"We hunt men who may stop thisinvasion. Now we hunt the man who will try to go north," it hissed.
Theslver jaw and gray gums did not move as the Teotl spoke. The whisper wormed itsway past from
deep in the fleshy throat. ™Y ou are to find aman, here. He has great secrets within him. Y ou must get
codesfrom him. Then you will kill him."

"The man who goes north?' Oaxyctl gasped. "I don't understand.”

The hand holding Oaxyctl's chin up caressed his cheek. Blood ran down the sides of his neck and
collected inthe V of hischedt.

"Hewill try to leave the land for north. This man is dangerous. But important.” The god puffed wet air.
"Any moment now . . . wewill push in greater numbers over these mountains. We will have men
sacrificed before usin thisland. Wewill destroy their gods, our ancient enemies. But we must havethis

"So how will I know him?" Oaxyctl croaked. His vison danced as hetried to pull afull bresth.

"His nameis John deBrun, and we think he lives near thistown. We are sure of it. We smdl it faintly.
He hasthe secret codesthat set free the Ma Wi Jung. Torture them from him or bring him back to us
dive. That isyour choice, for you can walk among the nopuluca as| cannot. He must not die before
releasing the codes to the Ma Wi Jung.”

"Lord," Oaxyctl shook in fear for hisimpudence. "May | have Jaguar scouts to help me capture him
during theinvason?



"Y ou do this now. Only days remain before we begin to march again, and there are those who do not
want to risk thisman living, no matter what we may regp. They give no ordersto save him, as| wish.
They are weak-minded and miss potentia . So we charge you with thismisson. Aswe dl invade, you
find this man. Keep the human alive and obtain his secrets. Do wdll, you will berewarded well. Fail .. "

Thegod did not finish but let go with asnort of steam. Oaxyctl dropped into the mud, hislegsfolding
painfully under him.

"Remember.” The god turned around. "The Ma Wi Jung codes. | will be near you again.”

Oaxyctl inhaed deeply and watched the Teotl walk back into the forest. Somewhere near the treesiit
dipped into the shadows and Oaxyctl was done.

Helay back into the mud. Without thinking he put ahand over his heart. It still thudded. He was dive.
Hed thought he was dead when he'd crossed the mountains and the mongoose-men captured him, and
he'd thought he was more dead when the god had landed in the mud in front of him, yet he was somehow
dill dive.

It was dmost the end of rainy season, but the heavy clouds opened up anyway. Oaxyctl lay till inthe
downpour and began shaking. Severa hourslater a Brungstun mongoose-sgquad circled him. Their guns
hung easily by their sides, dangling from leather straps, and their canvas clothes dripped rain. Their
unshaven but quite human facesooked down at him with suspicion. Oaxyctl cried with relief to see them.

But even now he redlized there was gill nowhereto hide. The Teotl could walk amost anywhere,
Jaguar warriorswould be coming over the hills any day now. The gods till commanded him. Therewas
nothing he could do againgt this.

Nothing.
The mongoose-men tied his hands and dragged him off to Brungstun. Oaxyctl shook al the way there.

CHAPTER FOUR

John st at the table the next morning, buckling his hook's metal cup tight onto the sscump of hishand. He
levered the straps until they bit into hiswrist's calluses and |ooked up to see Jeromein the doorway.

"Hey, Son." John smiled.

Jerome blinked. He picked up a piece of bread and some cheese from the counter by the stove. He
had something on hismind. "Y ou aways have to do that?"

John nodded.

"Youwrigt dl scar up. It hurt?"

"Sometimes”

Jerome took that as a good enough explanation.

"Y ou ready for agood sail?* John asked, changing the subject.



"Yeah, man." Jerome waved the bread in the air. "Reedy for surel”

"Good." John packed abag with extra bread and cheese wrapped in wax paper, added a bottle of
ginger beer, and picked up aheavy canvas bag, brown and stained with use, from the sairs. Dry salt
crusted the two loop handles. "All right, let'sgo.”

They waked out and waved a Shanta, hanging clothes up to dry on thelinein the yard. Shirtsand
pants flapped in thewind.

"Take care," shecdled. "And bring me back plantain to fry up.”

Thewak to Brungstun took twenty minutes, the footpath passing by boulders near where John
sometimes watched the ocean below explode up into the air, spraying and hissing asit turned into atangy
mist when it reached him. Then the rock under their feet turned to dirt, and then into a shiny rock road
made by the old-fathers that followed the coast's curve through Brungstun to Joginstead, where it
stopped. Brungstun houses, pink and yellow with sheet tin roofs, lined the road's edge.

Brungstun nestled in a carved-out nook in Nanagada's coastd cliffs that dipped down into anatura
harbor. The rocky trailing edge where the Wicked High Mountains entered the water protected the small
village from the ocean's worst, and the jagged offshore reefs made anatura breakwater that made a
large areaaround Brungstun safe for fishing. The Wicked High M ountains themsalves protected
Brungstun and the rest of Nanagada from the Azteca.

John and Jerome passed afarmer selling fruit dong Main Street, and Ms. Lindawaved at them and
asked Jeromeif they had any sweet tamarind. She would bring some by, she said. The post master told
John the telegraph was down, yet again, and he hoped it would be back up soon. He asked John to pass
the message on if he was going to Frenchtown. It took another twenty minutes just to walk down the
dope of Main Street to the boats as people chatted with them. Five thousand people lived in Brungstun,
and they al knew John.

"Hereweare, findly," John said. " Jetty number five."

His small boat yanked at the pier cleats while the ones out at anchor bobbed, their masts swaying.
Water stretched out for miles beyond the harbor, dark in some places, light in others that indicated reefs
just under the surface. In the hazy distance, rock chimneysjutted above the water.

Jerome dropped the two bags held carried with him. "It windy."

"No worry," John replied, stepping into the fifteen-foot wooden boat, Lucita. Water splashed around
the bottom. He leaned over and grabbed the calabash-gourd bailer. As he scooped out the water [apping
over the floorboards, he continued, "It'sagood day for asail. Sharp and steady.”

Still somewhat dubious, Jerome said, "We won't capsize or nothing?”

John held up his hook as he walked forward and put the two bags under the bow's lip where they
would stay dry. "I swear by the hook."

Jerome laughed. He sat down on awet seet. "Okay then.”

The snappy wind leaned Lucita over. They passed through the forest of anchored boat masts. The
harbor steamer paddled by, going the opposite direction. The passengers on their sde waved at John
and Jerome. Jerome held on tight to his seat and didn't move. He jumped at every unusual crack of the
sail and squesk of floorboards.



John skirted some smdller reef, then sailed north. Eventuadly he tacked and turned northwest for
Frenchtown.

After half an hour hetacked again, pushing thetiller over and ducking the boom asit flew by his head,
ropes and blocksrattling. It snapped taut and they continued forward. John shifted to the higher part of
the boat.

Thewater lightened into aquamarine. John let the sails out with his good hand controlling the
mainsheet, his hook on thetiller, and Lucita dowed. Another reef. He dodged the boat |ft toward
darker blue, and thus deeper, water. Jerome relaxed, leaned over, and trailed his hand in the water.
"How far Frenchie Reef?"

"Not too far." People who didn't sail needed patience. John sighed. Y ou didn't just get in aboat and
show up somewhere.

In the distance along line of white breakersroared. John skirted them and followed another reef line,
edging up againgt thewind until palm trees magicaly rose from the clear water. Frenchtown, Sdlt Idand.

John closed his eyes and looked at his mental map of the areaaround the Lucita. Sharp, clear, and in
hismind's eye he could rotate it around to examine it from different directions. The Wicked High
Mountainsrose to John'sleft in the west, splitting the continent in haf asthey ran north and south. They
trailed off into the seato make acommalike curve of rock chimneys and reef. Insde that protective
curve lay Brungstun. Among the reefs were the flat idands the Frenchi lived on.

It was dl an impassable, jagged maze. No ships ever got out from this protected areainto the ocean.
No shipsgot in. In this safe basin the Brungstun and Frenchi fishermen existed.

"Mom say the water dangerous. Story does say that old meta airships from the old-fathersfell into the
harbor water. We could wreck on them.”

John opened his eyes and nudged thetiller to adjust their course. "I've never seen that. Just the reefs|
need to watch out for."

Nanagada's coasts were too rocky and clifflike to land on. Except for fishermen in Capitol City's great
harbor, afew traders from Baradad Carenage on Cowfoot Idand on the continent's other side, and the
fishermen in this protected area, no one sailed the ocean. The towns settled on inland lakes or rivers.
Safe, with calm weather and easy wind.

John smiled asagust leaned the Lucita over. They didn't know what they were missing.

Lucita pulled into Frenchtown'sflat, still water. Huts clustered on the beach's edge, and bright-colored
fishing skiffslay canted on the sand.

The water depth shortened to three feet. John moved forward and pulled the daggerboard up. It sat in
alittlewdl just behind the mast and dripped water asit did out. John could see water, and the sand
beneath it, passing under his boat. Without the extra ability to point into thewind, Lucita skittered
Sdeways.

John ran back and grabbed the tiller. He expertly wobbled the boat the rest of the way to shore and



dropped the sail asthe Lucita's bow hit the beach.
Then he grabbed Jerome and threw him into the water.
"Hey, man!" Jerome stood waist-high in it, dripping wet.

"Hey, you." John jumped in after him. Jerome splashed a him as John pushed the boat asfar up the
sand as he could.

"DeBrun, that you?' someone called.
"Yesh"

Troy, afisherman, sat in hisboat with apaint tin. Troy'swhite skin flaked from sunburn. His straight
blond hair hung down to his shoulders. No locks, just limp strands. "Where you been al thistime?”

"Busy fishing. Haveto makealiving."
Troy laughed.

John couldn't help looking at the bad sunburn on Troy's pale skin. Frenchies could put on an accent so
strong he had trouble understanding them. But they were very white. That was uncommon. On Cowfoot
Idand off Nanagada's southeastern coast, and northeast up the peninsulain Capitol City, yes, he had
seen some white people. But that wasit. John reached over the prow and pulled out the canvas bag.

"More paintings?' Troy asked.
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"Good." Troy put down his brush and hopped out onto the sand. He looked down at the canvas bag.
"l go tradewith you."

Jerome wandered down the beach toward severa Frenchie children. His darker skin color stood out,
oddly enough. He joined them kicking aleather footbal | down the beach, laughing when it hit the water
and stuck in the wet sand.

John smiled and followed Troy in toward his small beach store. Two old, wizened Frenchies sat on the
porch smoking pipes. They nodded as he passed, then continued playing dominoes, enthusiasticaly
dapping the ivory pieces down with sharp bangs. Once inside, John set the canvas bag on the counter.
Wooden shelves of tinned food lined the back wall. A few burlap sacks leaned againgt the counter's foot.

Troy opened the bag and pulled out the two paintings.

"| likethis. Isarighteous picture,”" he said. A ship listed at sea, mast broken. Giant waves smacked at
it. "This other one'—Troy pointed a a ketch of the Brungstun cliffs—"I sall me cousin that.”

"Thosetook alot of work," John said.
"I won't go thief you, man." Troy reached under the counter and pulled out agold coin.

John sucked hisbreath in. "Y ou're too generous.” Frenchies dove adong the reefs to supplement their
fishing. Sometimes they found strange machines that had fallen from the ky in the days of the old-fathers
and would strip them for any precious metalsthey could find. "Y ou're making carnival very sweet.”

"Isatimeto enjoy." Troy smiled.

"Y ou coming to town?"



Troy laughed. "1 know | go seeyou there, right?"
John chuckled with him and looked at the sacks on the floor. "I'm going to need some sdlt.”

"I get you asack. Hold up." Troy disappeared and came back out with a hefty bag he dropped on the
counter. John made to go pay for it, but Troy held up ahand. "Y ou coin no good with me." He smiled.

"Thank you." John grabbed the sack as Troy cleared histhroat.
"John. . . the painting. They ever help you memory yet?'

John looked down at the burlap between hisfingers. "No. Not yet." He wondered if Troy bought his
paintings out of pity. "Maybe they never will. Y ou still buying?'

"Anything for an old friend, John.” Troy smiled.
John hefted the sack. "Thanks, Troy. Seeyou at carniva.”
"Seeyou a carnivd, John."

When John stepped back out of the shop, he paused. The two old men had stopped playing dominoes
and gtared at the sky over the water off the Wicked Highs. Three bloated metallic divers crept their way
back toward the Azteca Sde of the Wicked High Mountains, circling around the mountain chain over the
reefs and rock chimneys.

According to legend and some older folk, Nanagadans once lived on the land on the other side of the
Wicked Highs. The coast over there was just as inhospitable, so no Azteca ships ever took to sea. But
small airships could climb over the pesks, and larger airships sometimes skirted out over the ocean to fly
over Nanagada. Dropping spiesinto the jungle here, no doubt. John usualy saw one amonth when out
fishing.

The old man nearest to John harrumphed and dapped down adomino. "They running more and more
of them thingsthese days. | dready see five thismonth. Watch and seeif Aztecawarrior don't soon start
walking over the mountain to cause trouble.”

"Them feather-clot won't be coming over the mountain anytime soon,”" his partner said. "They had a
whole army that try that once on Mafolie Pass. The mongoose-men gun them down something wicked."

"Y eah. Maybe that true. Hey. Y ou lose you game.”
"What?' The other old man was startled.

John walked out onto the sand. He knew he lived close to the mountains and that the Aztecalay on
the other sde. It took something like thisto remind him how close the Aztecawere. Sometimes, when
John wondered where hed come from, he imagined he was a Nanagadan spy who had been trying to
escape from the Azteca at seaand been shipwrecked.

That was just afantasy, though. Thinking about Azteca made him nervous. "Come on, Jerome," he
sad. "We haveto go now."

Seeing the Azteca blimps stole any positive fedings from the day. He wanted to go home.



CHAPTER FIVE

People peered out their windows to see the excitement as Dihanaand thirty ragamuffins marched the two
blocksto Capitol City'swaterfront. A drunken fisherman paused at the street's corner, swayed, then
retreated back into the dley's shadows when he saw them.

The ragamuffins dowed down in front of warehousefifteen. A trio of mongoose-men guarded the large
doors, deadly long riflesheld in the crooks of their arms. They surveyed the street and the ragamuffin
forcewith cold cam.

"I's better you wait up some," the first mongoose-man said.

Dihana shook her head. "I am the prime minigter of thiscity, with al the rights and responsibilities that
entails." Over ahundred thousand people lived inside Capitol City'swalls and she accepted responsibility
for themdl. "Youtel mel cant go where?" Sheld learned that particular verba tone from Elijah, her
father, well before held died and she inherited the position of prime minister.

The mongoose-man nearest the door cleared histhroat. "L et she through. Alone."

The rusty side-access hinges squedled as the mongoose-men pushed the door open. Dihana walked
through, her skirt filling out and brushing the sides of the doorframe with the motion.

In the middle of an empty expanse of dirty concrete floor, aman stood over five dead bodies. Blood
settled in severa footwide pools underneath each victim. Knife strokes had |eft tattered and diced shirts
on both the dead and the alive.

One corpse's throat still seeped blood from abullet puncture.

"Genera Haidan." Dihanakept an artificidly calm composure. The mongoose-men's leader usudly
stayed out beyond the city'simmense walls. "What the hell have you done here?!

"Repaying adebt, asan old friend of Elijah." His dread-locks had grayed, and his face |looked more
leathery. A man who aways braved the dements. A man who had always stood by her father. ™Y ou go
ligen?"

Dihanabit her lip. Thiswasirregular. "Okay. Go ahead.” She did her best to ignore the death by her
feet.

Haidan turned to the mongoose-man by the inside of the door. "Bring them two we got over here.” He
folded hisarms.

Dihana shook her head, impatient with his cryptic gpproach. "Last time we met, Haidan"—just after
Elijah had died and shed been struggling to handle her new responsibilities with no time for
grieving—"you said you'd honor the contract between the city and the mongoose-men. That you dways
would protect us. Why couldn't you have just asked me what you needed done in the city. It's suspicious
when mongoose-men sart just showing up in the city in numbers.™ A mongoose-man pushed two men
with burlap sacks over their heads through the door.

"'Shut the door," Haidan ordered. The door squealed and dammed shut. Dihanaflinched. Sheld made



amistake, gotten trapped. The Haidan she knew as a child would never have done this. But things
changed. Hundreds of mongoose-men had actually come inside the city tonight. Maybe dlianceswere
being made in the dark behind her back.

"The ragamuffins know where | am," Dihanasaid. Haidan had encouraged her when she'd struggled to
run the city after Elijah had died. She wanted to say she felt sorry he no longer felt she was the best
choicefor prime minister. She hoped this new Haidan would exile her somewhere pleasant, and that the
bush hadn't changed him enough for himto kill her.

Haidan frowned. Hislocks swayed as he shook hishead. "Don't be silly," he growled. Sheld read him
wrong. "Them man can't even test with me mongoose. | don't want the city, we protecting it. Me and
you, we go have to reason things out. Things happening.”

Dihanaamost shuddered with relief. Deep insde, she hadn't believed, couldn't believe, that Haidan
would do such athing. The mongoose-man stopped in front of them and ripped the burlap sacks away
from the two men's heads. Dihana stared at them.

"You'refamiliar," she whispered. She hadn't seem them since shed become prime minister.
Councilmen. They'd al abdicated the Council, disbanding it when she came to power, leaving her
confused and without any help except for Haidan. They'd hoped she'd fail, she knew, and that they could
return to run Capital City.

But she hadn't failed. And they'd remained in hiding al thistime,

Dihanalooked down more closely at the corpses. Two she recognized as other Councilmen from her
father's circle. The other three: poorly dressed farmers. Or maybe shopkeepersin work clothes. Haidan
caught her eyes when shelooked back up. The two Councilmen shuffled nervoudly.

"Them two claim they was here to meet aVodun priestess,” Haidan said.

"Sheatrap for we," the nearest man said. He glared at Dihana, and she looked back at Haidan.
"Thisaint no Loadoing." Haidan shook hishead. "Is Azteca."

"They don't look like Azteca," she said.

"When you promise a desperate man gold, land, woman, power, whatever, he would do anything.
Even againg hisown people. Thisain't the first Councilman we find dead. Seen many more outside
Capital City." Haidan looked at the two nervous Councilmen. "More go dieif them keep try hiding."

"Why?" The Councilmen had hidden themsdveswedl enough dl thistime.

"Aztecaactivity like nothing before. And we lose communi cation with Mafolie Pass. Them dead quiet.
Street whispering say any Councilman head go berepaid in it own weight in Aztecagold. So them
Councilmen need you, Dihana. They ain't go say so, but they need you bad.” He looked at her.

Dihana et the pause hang between them all. Let them stand and fidget for afew seconds, she thought.
Haidan folded his hands over his bet buckle and waited. He could be fully trusted, she thought, though
she wondered why he hadn't come to talk to her before any of this. Dihana turned to the two
Councilmen. "Get to the Minigtry building. We have space for you. Cdl dl the other Councilmen you can
in

They stood gill. Maybe they thought there was some negotiation to be hammered out between them.
"If you smart,” Haidan ended any such thought, "you go do it."



The two Councilmen looked down &t the dead men by their feet. "We accept,” the one nearest Dihana
said, thewords forced. "But we expect to say in the East Wing rooms." The best roomsin the Ministry.

"Well see what we can do," Dihana said as Haidan shouted orders to reopen the doors. Two
mongoose-men and some ragamuffins led the Councilmen down the street from the door.

Haidan turned to Dihana. "Still got time?”
"Yes." Dihanalooked down at the bodies. "But not here."

"Fair enough,” Haidan said. "Ministry?* Dihananoticed, for thefirst time, the powder markson
Haidan'sright hand. He looked down, rubbed the hand against histhick pants, and shrugged.

"Yes. Yes, that would be good,” Dihanasaid.

Capital City'swallstowered above the rooftops, taler than anything anyone in the city could build. A
reminder, dways, of the secrets Dihana's ancestors died with. Only they could have built something like
Capital City. The great amphitheater-shaped city perched on the rocky peninsulas end created anatural
harbor insde its protective wals and housed Dihanas hundred thousand fellow city dwellers. Just
outside, an ever-shifting popul ation tended to farms and grain depots that supplied Capitol City. To
secure afast and congtant supply of food, Dihana had presided over the construction of train tracks, the
Triangle Tracks, that extended out 250 milesfrom the city. She wasn't sure how many villages or towns
had sprung up aong those tracks, but one of her projects included a new census that would start among
the towns and villages dong the tracks and into the bush, dl the way down the dirt roads and coaststo
the Wicked Highs. But the planning for that was just beginning.

The Minigtry building had the only redl park insde Capitol City, along, rectangular green spit that
extended until it stopped in front of the waterfront warehouses. Dihana and Haidan walked the road back
to the Ministry building, the park with its shadows and shifting trees on their right. On their |eft the city's
buildings blazed with lights from their windows, supplied from the proliferation of dectric cablesthat
draped between them like jungle vines.

They walked two blocksin silence. Haidan's mongoose-men remained at the warehouse taking care of
the bodies, and Dihana had ordered the ragamuiffins back to their nightly patrols.

Hadan nodded at the two ragamuffins standing watch when they passed through the Ministry's gates.
"Someonewaiting for you," the ragamuffin on her right said. "By the step them.”
"Mother Elene," Haidan said, pointing out the V odun priestesswho sat waiting for them.

Mother Elene stood up, her shaved head gleaming in the light as sheraised her chin. Gold earrings
flashed near the knotted handkerchief around her neck. "Thank you, Genera, for your warning.”

Haidan nodded, then stepped back, watching both Dihanaand Mother Elene with interest. "Me,
Mother Elene, and them Councilmen were inviteto cometak at that warehouse."

"Wethink the Aztecawere hoping to set we againgt you, Dihana," Mother Elene said. She smiled and
glided past Dihanawith arustle.

"And now you're leaving, just like that?' Dihanahad clenched her handsinto fists. She opened them.
Mother Elene paused just behind her. "Maybe time come for we spesk again. The Loawishit. You?'
The city's gods, the Loa, had opposed Dihana's |eader-ship aong with the Councilmen. Only instead



of hiding asthe men had, they had continualy critiqued and opposed her decisonsthrough their
priestesses all throughout the city. They had opposed the expedition she'd created to explore the north
lands, and they'd resisted her creating the Preservationists, who scoured the city and the lands for insght
into their past, and the past's technologies.

"Why the change?' Dihanafinally asked, but got no answer. Mother Elene had lft.

Haidan put ahand on Dihana's shoulder. "Come." Instead of heading for the large steps up to the
storm doors, heturned right. "I want show you something where the light don't shine so.”

"| used to do that with Dad."

"Y eah. Back then." Haidan followed the hibiscus bushesinsde the wrought-iron gate. "A lot change
sncethen.”

Dihanasghed. "Y ou don' think | did things right?"

"Dihana." Haidan shook his head. "The airship you sell me mongoose, that done worth dl the trouble
you stir up.” He stopped. ™Y ou know Elijah and | disagree alot, back then?"

"No," Dihanasaid. "It would have been nice to have heard that, at some point." Haidan sat down on a
stone bench. Dihana sat next to him and folded her arms. Y ou left mejust like the Councilmen did. But
at least you didn't hide." Haidan had continued taking the mongoose-men defense taxes, purchased
weapons from the city, and sent telegrams from wherever he hid in the bush. The Councilmen had just
disappeared. "I had to dedl with the Loaaone—"

Haidan interrupted with asnort. "Dealt? Y ou cut them out of any chance to direct the city. Instead of
keeping them close, you push them away. Now they doing everything from deep in the dark where you
blind."

"They lied to my father, Haidan." She'd had every right to deny the manipulative Loatheir demands
that she cease building airships, or their order that she stop helping fund afishing flegt, or that she
shouldn't dlow villages and farmsto grow along the tracks. The Loa agendawas to keep them stuck ina
fdlow state.

"Y ou think he didn't know that? Girl—"

"l am no girl, mongoose-generd.” Dihanaglared at him. Haidan rubbed his nose and looked down at
the ground. "The Loa promised him things they could not ddliver. Could never deliver. And they strung
him aong with those promises.”

"I know, Dihana" Haidan stood up with agrunt. "I tell him so, often enough. But Elijah say that usng
old meta technology would doom us, like it had doom everyonein histime. Heinsst the only way for we
surviveisfor we adapt the Loa organic knowledge. We had to grow we weapon, not hammer out the
med.”

"| changed that." Dihana had cresated the Preservationists, asociety of people who dug up everyone's
past and investigated it, found things. "It was not amistake. We have better rifles, better airships, steam,
al nothanksto the Loa"

"I know. | had ask you dad for something like what you doing now." Haidan took her arm and she
stood up. "Even though | was Elijah's closest man, he never agree with methere”

"Dad's closest man." Dihanaclosed her eyes. "How come you were never mine?"

"Trust me, Dihana, you did fine. I had mongoose-men to look after, | had to make sure we was



strong, that Azteca couldn't cross the Wicked Highs, couldn't messwith the city. | couldn't be here the
samefor you as| had for you father. Until now."

"Now?'

Haidan put hisarm around Dihanas shoulder and turned her around, pointed up into the sky at the
Spindle. "It's changing, Dihana. Did you father ever tell you about that? What that mean?”

"Yes" Dihanalooked down at the grass. Her father had taken her out on this same piece of lawn once
and told her about the Spindle. "The two jets that come out of either Side have stopped. No one can see
that with their naked eye yet." When Elijah had taken ayoung Dihana outside, held explained that no one
in Nanagada understood the stars anymore. All that knowledge had been lost and he couldn't re-create
the science. The Loa had counsaled him not to.

But held been insgtent that she understand something about the Spindle. It wasn't just something pretty
inthe sky, he said. It had been the path to Nanagada from al the other worlds, as legend hinted.

"Elijah tdl meif the Spindle ever shrink, al hell bresking loose" Haidan said. "He said Aztecabdlieve
gods go comethrough it when it 'stabilized. "

Dihananodded. "He told methat too." That was why she had Preservationists scanning the Spindle
with telescopes.

"| been preparing dl the mongoose for fighting.”
"l increased the Sze of the ragamuffins.”

Haidan looked back down at the garden. Dihanalooked around at the hibiscus bushes and their
shadows. They seemed to hide dangerous things now, and she wanted to go back inside.

"l go stay herein the city." Haidan walked her back toward the building. "We al need to work
together. We go need to figure out what the Azteca doing. What trouble they causing.”

"I've been ordering more things built,” Dihanasaid. "Airships, larger guns. . . ever sncel redized.”

Haidan gave her hand a brief squeeze, and Dihana remembered Haidan picking her up and holding her
inthear when shewasagirl. "l should have come and talk to you sooner.”

"Yes'" Dihanasad.
"We probably need the Councilmen too. Seeif we can figure out what they have the Aztecawant.”

"We need more of your men back herein the city. If you can't contact Mafolie Pass, that might mean
Aztecaaretrying to attack it right now."

"I know," Haidan murmured. "Trust me, | know."
Asthey reached the steps, Dihanalooked at Haidan. " Are you worried?”

Haidan tapped his boots on the stone. "Wicked nervous. Something dangerous going on. | fed that in
me bones. But at least we ain't go work across each other.” He sighed. "Got alot of thing for me arrange,
moving headquarter back this direction, getting more fact-them out the bush, but | go bein close touch,
okay?'

"Okay."
"And, Dihana?'
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"Y ou know me long enough to call me Edward, you know?"' Haidan turned around and walked of f
toward the gates.

"Y ou haven't quite earned that back just yet," Dihana said. But he wastoo far away to hear her.

CHAPTER SIX

Jerome was having trouble getting to deep, so Shanta sat by hisbed. "A tae? Isatae you want?'
"Yeah, yeah."
She smiled. John melted back into the kitchen and made a sandwich.

"Okay then," Shantasaid. "l see, | bring, but | ain't responsible.” Her voice dropped, and her
accent thickened abit. The way Brungstunners spoke was fluid. It changed depending on whom they
talked to, and how they felt. John sounded different. Peoplein Brungstun called him north-sounding, yet
that wasnt it. Up north in Capitol City everyone till sounded like people in Brungstun, just not as heavy,
whereas John sounded asif held grown up away from them al. Though, the longer he was around
Shanta, the more he sometimes tried to sound like her. Usually it was when he was relaxed, not trying to.

Shanta began her tale.

"A long time ago, all we old-father them had work on a cold world with no ocean or palm tree. It was
far, far fromthisworld. It wasfar, far from them own world, call Earth! They had toil for Babylon. In
return, Babylon oppress many people. And eventudly them Babylon-oppress people ran away looking
for anew world, aworld far from any other world so they could be |eft one.

"All sorts of peopleleft. Some pale-looking man like Frenchi and Bridish come. And there was
Afrikan. And therewas Indian. Carib. Chinee. All of them had join up for the long, long voyage. All color
of skinleave. Year and year and year them trave till they had discover this swveet world we live on, just
likedl the origina idand on Earth. Here were some cool wind and easy sun.

"Them old-father had some massive power. They find aworm's holein the sky between &l them other
world to get here. And when they wiggle through them hole, they had fly down from the sky to land here
and begin anew life, free from oppression.

"But theevil Tetol comein from other worm's holes that had been dl around for long time. Y ou see,
the Tetol is dangerous, nasty things, who want to rule and own we al. But some other great being, the
Loa, weren't evil, but hep and guide we againgt the Tetal . . ."

Theoriginal ragamuffinswould save the day, John knew. The ancestors of the ragamuffins of today
who policed towns and kept civil order. The ragamuffinsflew out in giant airshipsto destroy the worm's
holes and cut thisworld off from further Tetol invasion. Y et the ragamuffins had not been able to destroy
the Tetol on the ground. The Tetol created the Azteca and made them afearful warrior race.

Thinking about the Aztecals masters wandering unchecked over the world disturbed John. It reminded
him of their airshipsflying near Brungstun. He stepped out onto the shaded porch and watched the sun



dip behind the brown boulders.
Shantatiptoed out behind him and lit alamp. "Good day?*
John nodded and dipped an arm around her waist. "Y eah. Looking forward to carnival tomorrow.”

Shanta chuckled. Thefind diver of sun dipped behind the bouldersin time with afaint scraping noise
from behind the house.

"Thunder?' John asked. The eaves blocked their view.

Shanta shook her head. "No." She stepped off the porch and lifted her skirt above her ankles.
"Something different. Come."

John followed her out and around behind the house, where the Wicked Highs loomed large over the
tall trees. The sound got louder. Branches snapped and cracked. Three seagullsflew away with loud
protests. John wondered if he should get amachete, or maybe one of his gunsfrom the cdllar.

"Shanta," heyelled. Sheld aready reached the edge of the bush around the house. Her determined
form stepped barefoot around the pricker bush and hibiscus. "Damn.” He picked hisway around the
same bush. Mud oozed up between his toes.

"John. Upin here."

Hefollowed her voiceto alarge mango tree and looked up. Silver fabric draped between the
branches. A smdll airship lay spread over several mango tree canopies, the tip poking out through the
tree closest to their house. A harness dangled from between anook in the branches farther back, a man

grugglinginit.
"Ishe Azteca, or ishe one of ours?' John asked.
Shanta gave him awithering stare. "That don't maiter.”

Chagrined, John looked up again and saw the man turn in his harnessto face them. He had tight curly
hair, and ablack face. Not an Azteca spy, then.

"Hey," Shantaydled upward. ™Y ou have to hang on. We coming.”
John shuffled to hisleft. " The branches up that high look wesk, but | bet | can reach him."

"l go get amachete. We could hack he out—" Shanta got halfway through saying that when the man
groaned. Hefumbled at hiswaist.

"Hey!" John and Shantawarned together. The clasp clicked open and the man dropped. Hisleg
caught on abranch. 1t spun him around and he hit the ground by the mango tree with athump that
scattered leaves.

"Shit!" They rushed forward. The man wore heavy clothing to keep him warm in the high air. He had
an air bottle strapped to histhigh, and the hose ran up to his neck, where it was fastened to a necktie
soaked in blood. The man had been shot. In the chest, and in the side, maybe some other places, it was
hard to tell.

The aviator groaned and stirred. He opened bloodshot eyes. The skin around them creased with
crow's-feet. "Help," he whispered.

"We go do what we can,” Shantasaid. "Buit it look like you done lose plenty blood, and you fdl .. ."



The man dowly turned his neck to look at them. "'l dead," he said, wordsjust audible. "Been shot
seven time. | come for warn you, and any mongoose-men here, any ragamuffin that near.”

"WEelIl get someone,” John said, trying to cam the man and get him to relax. "What's your name?"

"Allen." Thelow hissof hisvoiceturned urgent. "Listen now. Or you dl dead. All of you. Hear?
Dead." The man took along, deep breath, shuddering as he did so. " Azteca coming down the side of the
mountain. Understand? Azteca. A lot of Azteca."

He closed hiseyes.
"Hedtill dive?" John asked.
"I think," Shantasaid. "l won't go move him like that, though. He need astretcher. And Auntie Fixit."

John stood up. "I'll wake up Jerome and have him run for your aunt, then. I'll come back with a piece
of board we can strap him to."

"Ya'],"

When John stood up and looked around, he redlized it had gotten much darker. The bush and the
trees around him hid in shadows and shifting leaves. They rustled in the dark and threw shadows all
around him. Too many scary stories, he thought. Most by Shanta.

Jerometried to get back under his blankets and pretend to be adeep. John didn't bother berating his son.
He pushed the lighter button on the gas lamp. It took three tries before the spark caught and the room
dowly filled with ydlow, flickering light.

"I need you to fetch your aunt Keisha"
Jerome's eyes widened. "Auntie Fixit? What happen? Mama okay?"

John nodded. "She'sfine. Just go for your aunt.” Keishas house lay a mile between town and John's
house.

Jerome could makeit in seven minutes. He could sprint like the wind. "Be careful, it'sdark.”
Jerome nodded. "I gone." He reached under his bed for his shoes.

Aztecacoming down themountain.. . . "And Jerome?'

"Yesh?'

"Tdl Harold to bring any Brungstun ragamuffins he can get with him." John debated for a second
whether to tell Jerometo stay at Harold's house, closer to town and safer, but then redlized that the safest
place would be next to Harold, aragamuffin himself.

"Okay."
"Gothen."

John jogged down the steps to his basement. He found a plank held planned to use for abench but
had never got around to building. It would do. He held it with his good hand and steadied it with his
hook. He hurried back through the rear door into hisyard, stopping by the kitchen to grabb somelinen

grips.
"Here," Shanta caled. She squatted in the muddy ground next to ripe, red mangoes and dead twigs.



John handed her the board. "Careful.” They grunted and dowly rolled the aviator onto the plank, John
careful not to gouge the man with his hook. He handed Shanta the linen. She ran the straps under the
board and tied the man down as John lifted first one end, then the other, with his one hand.

"Okay."

John had gauged the board's length just right; they each had a good two inches on either end. They
picked up the makeshift stretcher and walked back toward the house. They paused halfway there while
John shifted hisgrip, using his other forearm to rest the weight on.

"Kitchen?' John asked.
"Y eah. For now."

They got the Stretcher in, placing it on the kitchen table. Shantawashed and dried her hands, opened
the valve on the gadight, then pushed the lighter button. It clicked. Darknessfled from the room,
remaining only in the corners and behind cupboards.

"Come." Shantatook out a pair of scissors and began cutting away the man'sthick overcoat. John
removed the man'sair canister and necktie. When Shanta cut away the shirt, she sucked her teethin
annoyance. Neat, round holes punctured the skin. Blood oozed from them. "He lucky he ill dive.”

Lucky, John thought. Or determined. He remembered the Azteca airships flying over the seaand
wondered what had happened.

Helooked at the bullet holes. Azteca coming? How? In airships, or maybe they'd shot this man before
he'd gottenin an airship?

John |eft Shanta with the dying man and went down into the basement. He paused in front of the large
oak chest, then walked under alarge beam. With ahop he jumped up and grabbed the brass key off the
top of the beam and knelt down at the chest.

The large padlock snapped open, and John tossed it aside. He opened the lid and looked inside at
tworiflesand apistal.

Hetook the gun out with his good hand and looked it over. Then he put it down. He broke open two
artight cases of ammunition, using his hook to pry open the edges, and avkwardly |oaded the breech,
swearing slently as he dmost dropped the gun.

If Azteca came and he had to defend hisfamily, it would not be much of abattle, but at least with the
aviator'swarning he could get ready.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Hooves clip-clopped down the packed-dirt road. A horse snorted. Keisha and her husband's concerned
voicesfloated in. Seconds later Keisha hersalf burst into the kitchen. John stood at the basement door,
keeping out of the way and holding therifle like astaff, the butt resting on the top wooden step.

"What happen?' Then Keishasaw the kitchen table, the bloodied man, and gritted her teeth. "Where



he comefrom?"

Jerome pushed into the kitchen from behind her and started & the man. "Hefall from heairship all
stuck up in we mango tree."

"Get from here," Shantaordered. "Thisain't for children.” Jerome ddlied, still staring. "Now," Shanta
said. Jerome retreated.

Two mongoose-men came in with Harold, Keishas husband. John walked over, leaned therifle
againgt the door, and shook Harold's large, calloused hand. "I didn't redlize there were any
mongoose-men here.”

"Severd of we camein town afew daysback," the first man said. "Been working outside and around
town with an Aztecawho's mongoose. He help us flush out a couple informers, but now he and a couple
we men missing, so we camein town to seeif anyone seen him. We worried. And General Haidan go be
mead if he missing. Aztecamongoose-men hard to find."

"Haidan? Edward Haidan?" John had left Brungstun for Capitol City with ayoung Edward Haidan, a
MONgoose-man, years ago.
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"Hésdill in Capital City?"
"Sometimes. Let's get out theway here.”

"Yeah. Living room." John dropped the line of inquiry and moved them away from the wounded man
on the table. He had seen enough torn bodiesin the north seas. Rotted toes and blackened fingers that
had to be cut off. People crushed by equipment or hanged by ropes asthey fell from therigging. He
didn't like facing such horrorsin his own home.

The four men pulled up chairs and spoke to each other in whispers after John relayed the aviator's
warning.

"If ahunting party coming down the mountain, we should find them. Y ou sure he didn't say how
mary?"
John shook his head. "He was scared. Must have been alarge group.”

"Twenty Jaguar scout could wresk some serious havoc,” Harold said. "Carnival starting up next
morning. What you think | should do?"

"Dont take any risk," the mongoose-men advised. "It might be asmal group, but get you ragamuffin to
tell anyone outside town to comein for carniva. Keep ready for anything. We need to try and contact
Mafolie Pass anyway, something wrong with the telegraph.”

"That telegraph thing hardly ever work," Harold noted. "Y ou could wait aday and seeif it down for
aure”

The mongoose-men shook their heads. "We going now, just to make sure. And if Mafolie okay, we
go ask them for men to go out and scout.”

Harold nodded and turned to John. ™Y ou could come stay with usfor carniva.”

"Thank you," John said. "Can Shanta and Jerome leave with you right now? I'll follow tomorrow, but |
want to pack some things up and take them with us, in case this stay ends up being long." Hewouldn't



risk returning to the house until they knew for sure that they were safe. This, along with the strange
Azteca activity in the sky, turned John's thoughts toward finding asmall place to stay in town for awhile.

"No problem, man." Harold stood up.

Keisha had been leaning againgt the doorframe. "Sound like agood idea. | don't fed safe out here, and
| don't want me sister here either.” She took a deep breath. " The man dead. Sorry."

"Damn," John and Harold said together.

The mongoose-men stood up and walked over, jaws clenched. "We go find who did this and make
them pay."

John cleared histhroat. "We can bury him here, | have aplot out in thejungle. If you need.”

The man's burid was asmple, somber affair. John and Harold stood by as the two mongoose-men dug a
shdlow grave. Keishaand Shanta packed afew changes of clothes back inside the house.

One of the mongoose-men reached in his pocket to retrieve amedd. It glinted in the moonlight, and
after driv-ing asharp stick in the ground, the man hung the medd fromit.

"Least aman can do, seen?'

John and Harold nodded. Leaves shook and stirred softly as they walked back inside, boots clumping
upthedairs.

Shantawasn't thrilled John was staying behind. She hefted abag full of clothes. "Why you can't just come
with usnow?"

"It could belong," John explained. "When we were out with the Frenchieswe saw airshipsflying over
the reefs. Maybe more Aztecawill be harassing peopleinsde the towns. We need dl our stuff.”

"Becareful,” shewarned. "Please be careful. If you hear anything, just leave as quick asyou can. You
hear?'

John kissed her on the forehead. "I'll be careful .”
"I thought | lost you when you left for north. Don't leave me again.”

"I'll be there before lunch tomorrow. I'll join you at carniva, okay?' They hugged, then Shanta got
onto the buggy behind Harold and Keisha. Jerome perched next to her.

"Hey, Jerome," John cdled out. "WEell have some fun tomorrow. I'll buy you any lunch you want,
okay?'

Jerome smiled, though hiseyeswere abit bleary. "Y ou think you go find me during carniva?"
"Whét, you have plans?' John asked.

"I go be hanging with me boys," Jerome said. "We go get agood sedt to see carnival.”

"I'll' hunt you down." John smiled. Harold looked over. John nodded.

"Hah!" The horse looked back at Harold, turned around ever so dowly, then picked its way down the
road. John stood and waved until they turned a bend and disappeared.



The two mongoose-men stood at his door.

"l have extrariflesfor you, and | can pack you food and water." John smiled. "Don't worry about
taking them"—he held up his hook—"they're damn hard to fire with one of these."

"Thanks, man,” they said.

He supplied the two mongoose-men with food and watched them disappear Straight into thejungle,
not even bothering to use the road. Then John walked around, finding va uables and packing them onto a
cart. He stopped only once, to hold up a pendant held given Shantajust after they'd married. He smiled
at the chisdled engravings of scudder-fish hanging from the silver chain. Then there were Jerome'stoy
boats, and illustrated books, to pack.

Outside the open windows the bushes shook in the wind, congtantly rustling as John packed their lives
onto the cart, making decisions about whét to leave so he could pull it down to Brungstun in the morning.
As John walked around the house, turning off al the lamps one by one as he retreated down into the
basement, he lingered at each room's doorway. He loaded the pistol lying in the bottom of his chest, an
eader task than loading the cumbersomerifle. He held it in his good hand and dept on the basement floor
next to the chest.

A sound woke him. A single footstep creaking the kitchen steps.
John sat up, looked down at the pistol, and wiped the deep from his eyes with his good hand.
The kitchen door creaked open.

John tiptoed quickly across the basement past his easel. He stopped at the far window, on the other
sde of the house from the kitchen. Mouth dry, he dowly opened the window and pulled himsdf up onto
the sl with hiselbows. They scraped aong the concrete, leaving skin. John wiggled through onto the
grassand pulled hislegsthrough, then closed the window.

Another door creaked insgde, and he heard whispers.

Hejogged across hislawn toward the road, keeping as low as he could. The bushesto hisright
rustled.

"Ompa. Ompa, nopuluca!"

Shit. John ducked and fired at the voice. He fumbled, trying to hold the gun to his chest with the hook
and reload it as heran.

"Nian," the voice screamed.

John shook the spent cartridge out and got the new onein. As heturned, alead weight smacked him
in the face. Netting draped around his feet and hands. His vison watered and his nose dribbled salty
blood.

He stumbled and fell, unable to see through histears. The netting tightened around him as he struggled.
Sow down, hetold himself, listening to feet pounding closer. He till had one shot. John blinked the tears
free. The first moon lit up the areaenough for him to see that three Azteca surrounded him. Y ounger
warriors with sandals, smpleloincloths, and painted from heed to foot. They yanked on the net, pulling
John through the grass.

He aimed the pistol and they froze. Three more warriors stepped up and pointed rifles at John's head.
They pointed their chinsat his pistol and jabbed therifle barrelsat him.



John let go of the pistol. They snaiched it from him, fingers grabbing in between the netting, then
kicked himinthesde.

Every Aztecahorror tale flicked through his head as the warriors laughed with each other and dragged
John across his own lawn in the moonlight. He didn't understand aword they said.

John yanked at the netting. All it did was snag his hook until he couldn't even move hisarm. He
screamed, but the Azteca only laughed. He grabbed the netting with his good hand and pulled his back
off the ground so he could see his house one last time, then he let go and dumped into the netting.

At least Shanta and Jerome were safe, he told himsdf.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Jerome had been annoyed to have to pick afew favorite toys and clothes before the ride to Auntie Fixit's
house. Uncle Harold was okay, he'd given Jerome a cookie before held rushed off for town. But Auntie
Fixit ingsted he go to bed right away. No one in the house dept, though, least of dl Jerome. The adult
voices kept him up, so after afew hours he went out and opened the door to the kitchen. His mother
looked tired, and Auntie Fixit's dresswas till stained with blood.

"Could I get something to eat?" Jerome asked. "I can't deep.”
Auntie Fixit Sghed. "Okay. Help you-sdf.”

Jerome found some bread, then took ared velvet pillow from the couch in the living room. He walked
out onto the porch so they could keep talking without him. He sat on the wooden porch bench and
looked at the stars. The Spindle was out tonight. So was the Triad, the Eastern Cross, and Brer Rabbit.

His mom came out and sat next to him. "Y ou okay?" she asked.
"Never seen no man al shot up before. Make me fed sick.”
"Metoo." She hugged him. "What you doing, watching the sars?"
" thinking about that one story you tdl me. Ten mirror.”

"Ah. Ten mirror. Ain't too late dready for stories?’

"No!" Jerome wiggled around and laid his head on her |ap.

"Well, remember, | see, | bring, but | ain't reponsible—"

"You dways say that," Jeromeinterrupted.

"It mean the story change sometime when wetdl it,"” Shantasaid. "And that sometime the thing people
doinit may not beright. It'sjust what it is. No more, no less. Okay?" Jerome nodded. She continued,
" See, them old-father realize Nanagada was too cold to live upon. So they build great big mirrors, ten of
them, to fly up in the sky and heet theice. That was when they had fight the Tetol hard, but waslosing.”

"That's where the ragamuffin had comein," Jerome said.

"Right. Most of the ragamuffin aready dead, trying to stop the Tetol. So the ragamuffin Brung thought



hard for ared-red long time. Then he crack the sky in explosions and killed al the magic machinethe
Tetol was using, and destroy the worm's holes. But he dso kill al the magic machine our old-father in
Nanagada use.

"For along time people struggleto live, but you could still see them ten mirror in the sky. But then they
began to fdl and burn. Most landed in the ocean. But onetime amirror fell into the middle of Nanagada,
by HopesLoss. It left great diversin theforest that would twinkle at night. One day alittle girl lostin the
forest—"

"Hope'sLoss?" Jerome squirmed.

"Eadt, in the middle of Nanagada, where the Tetol dropped rocks from the sky and destroyed the
land. They say the land till poisoned today, and no one can live there.”

"Oh. That why the Triangle Tracks don't go through there to come here to Brung stun?”

Hismom looked over a him. "No," she said sadly. "No train tracks come from Capitol City to
Brungstun because of the Azteca. If they ever came over the Wicked Highs, they could get back to
Capitol City before people had time to prepare.”

Mentioning Azteca ended thetde for the night. They both fell silent, looking west back toward their
house. Jerome got off the bench and stretched. His mom grabbed hiswaist and looked Jerome straight in
the eye. "Y ou dad been dl over the world, first by road dl the way aong the coast to get to Capitol City,
then by boat to sail the north seas. He go be okay just getting tuff out the house.” She smiled.

Jerome nodded. But he wasn't sure whom she was reassuring: him, or hersdlf. "1 know, Mom. He
fine"

He left her out on the porch, looking out at the sars.

Dad better be in town by lunch. Jerome would ook him up and make sure he bought him abig, tasty
medl . And maybe Jerome would show him where he was going to watch carnival from. Dad always
loved carnivd; held like the place Jerome had found to watch carnival from.

CHAPTER NINE

Someone knocked on the door. Dihanalooked up from an expanse of opened letters. The city's
landlords were refusing to board the hundreds of mongoose-men Haidan had in the city unlessthey got
upfront paymen.

"Comein."
A Councilman cautioudy waked in. "Prime. . . Minister." He choked on the words.

Dihana stood up and extended an ink-stained hand. "Mr. Councilman. Thisisapleasant interludein a
long day." The man looked a her with suspicion. "l trust,”" Dihana continued sweetly, "you are adjusting
well to your accommodeations on the Ministerid Grounds?!

"Youtaking strange" he said. ™Y ou mocking me?"'
Dihanacleared aswath of space on her desk. A few letters fluttered to the floor beside the desk. She



thickened her accent, easy to do with al the bottled-up anger in her. "1t was unpleasant when you had al
run away like abunch of yellow-belly when Elijah die and left meto be prime miniger. | ain't too
sympathetic, seen? And | remember your name, Councilman: Emil. Sit."

Emil sat. "Y ou ain't strong enough to protect we. Elijah couldn't protect himself, how better you go
do?Wetoo important to Sit in the open just to help you." Hefolded hishandsand bit hislip. "We been
here since the beginning. We go il be here long after you die.”

Dihana ground her teeth. The Councilmen were hundreds of yearsold, just as her father had been.
They should have worked with her. She could have done gresat things with their ancient knowledge.

Maybe she dill could.

"Y ou think because you have Nanain your blood you're superior,” Dihanasaid. Emil looked Startled.
Y es, Dihana knew what kept the Councilmen dmost immortd. Elijah had tried to explain Nana, but the
young Dihanahad been hurt and confused when held said she didn't have them. "Why not?" Dihanahad
demanded. "Why can't you give me Nanaaswel|?'

Elijah had sat iffly on the other side of the minister's desk. "1 wish | could,” he had said. "The Loa say
they can, but | don't think they're right, though they promise me—" She wondered later how painful it
must have been for him to live knowing held see her die.

"So then we should do it, we should try to make Nanaagain, like the old-fathersdid,” Dihanahad
sad.

That had brought a dangerous glint to Elijah's eye. "No. We can't.”
And that was how that remained. Always. Until he died. Shot through the heart by an Azteca assassin.

"Nanawasn't enough to save him," Dihanatold Emil. "A bullet for him waslike abullet for anyone
de"

Emil shifted, maybe reminded of his own mortdity. "We know."

Dihana stopped moving the letter opener from hand to hand. She pointed the sllver point a him. "Why
did you run? With al the knowledge you have? Y ou could have helped.”

Emil crossed hislegs and grabbed hisknees. "Y ou bring eectric light here, right?'Y ou and the
Preservationist know how it work. But you think the peoplein the city using it know? All they know is
they turn the switch on or off, or replace abad bulb.”

Dihana understood. "Y ou'reignorant. In the middle of wonders, you just accepted them, never
understood them. And when they were taken, you didn't know how to bring them back." Strung along by
her father's promises of technology from the Loaand giving him their full support. Dihananow saw them
through adult eyes. "Do any of you know anything useful ?*

"Of course.” Emil sraightened his back, insulted.
Dihana picked up an opened letter and started folding it to keep her fingers busy. "What things?"

"Higtory, red events, explanations. We remember the red thing, not any legend,” Emil said, talking up
his percieved importance.

"Okay," Dihanasaid, trap set. She put the paper down. "Tak with the Preservationists. Have them
come hereto you. Tell them everything you know. Everything. And I'll be reading their notes."

Emil nodded. He didn't get up though.



"We have afavor to ak," he said. "We missing aman. He out with the Frenchi. We want
mongoose-men to bring him back."

"Why?" And why did they need mongoose-men to fetch him? Were the Councilmen pushing a her
more? She bit down the impulse to automaticaly refuse them their request.

"He ain't aCouncilman, but he know dl of we. If the Azteca catch him, they go know who wedl is."

They were hiding something. She wanted to reach over, smack the superior ook off Emil'sface, and
find out what. "How many mongoose?"

“Fifty."

Fifty mongoose-men for one man?"I'll think about it." Dihana crumpled the paper under her hand into
asmadl ball. Now to worm out what it was. "But . . ."

Her door opened. No knock, but Haidan stood sithouetted in the corridor light and she bit back an
annoyed order to be |eft alone. Haidan kicked the door closed with his boothedl. He grabbed the back
of Emil'schair.

"Hey ...," Emil protested. "Thisan important talk."

"Not any longer." The veins stood out on Haidan's forearms. "Mafolie Pass been take by Azteca.
Some mongoose-men from the Wicked Highs used a courier blimp to fly to Anandale. They say ita
whole invasion. Brungstun and Joginstead both cut off the telegraph line. Azteca coming over, Dihana. A
wholearmy.”

"Oh, God," Emil whispered. "Oh, God."

Dihana pitied Emil for just abrief second. Aztecain Brungstun might capture thisimportant man the
Councilmen worried about. Now they redlly depended on her protection. Any other day thiswould have
drawn asmile out of her. Right now she put it aside. "Okay. What now?" Shefelt numb. Thiswascriss
mode, she would show no shock, but silently she kept thinking: Aztecaare coming over the mountains.
Aztecaare moving toward the city. Azteca.

Haidan'slocksfel forward off his shoulders. "1 order back dl the mongoose into Capitol City. We
need recruit more. The Loa, the Councilmen, you, me squad-leader, the head of Tolteca-town, and
severa other go al need meet. As soon aspossible.”

"Mest with the Loa? After that last encounter?’ Emil stood up. "We refuse. We ain't upid.” He
fumbled open the door and dammed it behind him.

Dihana shook her head. Shewasliving in athree-hundred-year-old nightmare. The Azteca loosein
Nanagada. Not just spies and scouting parties, but hordes. The thought brought a clenching sournessto
her ssomach. One hundred thousand people were now vulnerable in the city. How many morein towns
along the coastal roads before the Aztecaever got to Capitol City? After Joginstead came Brewer's
Village, and then Anandale, and then . . .

"I headquartered in the city,” Haidan told her. " A house from back when | had live here. Where should
| put the mongoaose-men coming in?'

"Let them camp in front of the Ministry while | try and find places" Dihanamurmured. Detalls, just
details againgt the fact that she would probably see Azteca camped outside the city walls. "How long
before the Azteca get here?'

"Don't know." Haidan looked tired. Bags under hiseyes. "Five or Sx week. Maybe more, maybe less.



Depend on how much food they carrying, if any. How long they stay at each town. And how wetry
stopping them. But once they reach Harford and get on the Triangle Tracks, it go be quick.”

"We need to know," Dihana stepped back from the edge of despair. It felt likefaling, but inside her
head. "Theré's anew steamship the Preservationigts are finishing. In the harbor. | was planning another
expedition north into the ice with, but you could use to scout the coast.” 1t wasn't much.

"May beuseful," Haidan said. "We need everything. Councilmen, businessmen, fishermen, ragamuffin,
Loa, we dl need to plan together. We need to agree on how we release thisinformation. We need cam
while getting organize before the word get out.”

Dihanasighed. "Y oureright. But, though | hate agreeing with Emil, | don't want to involve the Loain
any discussion.”

Haidan let go of the chairback. "If you dl can't usethe Loalikethe Loauseyou," he ground out, "then
you might aswdll just wait for the Aztecato come and rip you heart out on astonein market square.” He
backed away. "Y ou tell me when that meeting go happen, okay? Or | take dl me men and head out deep
into the bush, become amongoose hiting the hedls of the Azteca, because this city the only place we can
break that tide for sure.”

The door dammed shut.

"Haidan?' Hewas angry. Maybe a bit scared. And that made her even more scared. Dihana swept
every sngleletter off her desk. None of that crap mattered right now.

Aztecawere coming.

CHAPTER TEN

Down Brungstun's Main Street one of the town's few steam cars pulled alarge float coated in strips of
multicolored cloth. Men on top drummed stedl pans, the music echoing off the sides of the houses and
warehouses they passed. Horses pulled more floats behind them, and costumed dancers followed.

Along the sidewa k wooden booths sold patties. Or curried chicken. Or johnnycake. Or sandwiches.
Jerome could buy bush tea, maubi, mdlt . . . thelist went on.

Jub-jub pranced down the street, covered in black paint, demanding money from the crowd. Along
the procession’s side Jerome spotted moko jumbies on their tall stilts. One rested against a balcony,
taking a break from hisfrenzied dancing down the street and talking to some women watching the
parade.

Too bad Dad wasn't here yet to enjoy it. Mom said held show up for at least some of the celebration
later thismorning.

Jerome bought abrown bag of tamarind bals and popped onein his mouth. The sweet sugar coating
dissolved. He puckered hislips as he sucked on the sour part and wandered along. A woman danced
right past him, stiff feathersfrom her peacock costume sticking out al over from her back, bouncing
around as she shook hersalf down over the cobblestones. She headed for the waterfront toward the
judges.



Jerome wasn't going with the parade toward the waterfront. Jerome had agoa in mind: the tall
four-story ware-house and store called Happer's. From the top he and his friends could see the whole
town.

A piece of patty hit hisshirt, saining it brown. Jerome brushed off mest flecks and looked up. "Why
you got to be dwaystesting me?

"Easy target, man. Easy easy.” Swaggas cheerful face looked over the edge of Happer's, way up on
theroof. Helooked proud. Jerome picked up anice ova pebble lying by the street side and pocketed it
for when Swaggawouldn't expect it.

Happer's had an iron fire-ladder on the dley side. Jerome grabbed the first rung and pulled himsdf up
carefully, checking to make sure the rungs wouldn't pull out from the green concrete wall, and climbed up
to the rooftop.

"Findly." Swaggagave him ahand up and over. Jerome looked around. Other friends, Schmitti from
school and Daseki from half amile down the road, sat on atablecloth. They had ham-and-cheese
sandwiches and a pitcher of lemonade.

"That you mum'scloth?' Jerome asked Schmitti.

"That he bumba-clot,” Swaggaydled. They al burst out laughing. None could cuss more wicked than
Swagga

"You want alemonade?' Daseki asked.

"Yeah." Jeromewaked over. The unpainted concrete rooftop aready shimmered with hest. But the
view made up for the lack of shade. Daseki poured a glass of lemonade. Jerome sipped it and walked
over to the other side of Happer's so he could see the carnival parade. Y ou won't believe what al
happen to melast night.”

Jerome held the lemonade between both hands and told them about the mongoose-man who'd died in
his kitchen, and how held run to get Auntie Fixit. By the time he was done the lemonade tasted way too
swest. He looked at the bottom of the glass and saw clumps of sugar.

"Man," Daseki said. "Everything cool happen to you. Y ou father have ahook, you mom cook well,
and someonefdl into you garden last night.”

"The post master had tell my dad the telegraph ain't working before we had gone sailing, so we can't
warn anyone in Joginstead that some Azteca scout around. And everyone hasto stay in town,” Jerome
finished.

"Yeeh," Schmitti said. "We staying here tonight with me cousin.”

They compared notes about how many Aztecamight be around. It seemed weird. Unred. But the
adults didn't seem to think it was too much of athreat. They said scouting partieswere al that could
come over the Wicked Highs, and if everyone stayed in town, the mongoose-men and ragamuffin around
town and in the bush would protect them. Carniva went on. In the distance the raucous clash of four or
five different stedl-pan bands playing different tunes floated up. Most of the parade had aready turned
around and was making the final leg down the waterfront to passin front of the wooden stands the judges
stin.

Schmitti held up aleather bag. ™Y ou want go play some marble?" Schmitti had taken Jerome's best
marble last week. "l be easy on you."



Daseki snorted. "Don't fal for it, hetoo good.”

Jerome noticed apillar of smoke rising from the forest outside Brungstun. Someone burning space for
anew farm, he thought. That time of year. Had to be. He sat down to lose his next favorite marble.

"Swagga, you go play?' Daseki asked.

Jerome pulled the pebble from his pocket. He winged it, hard, and it struck the wall along the edge.
Swagga jumped into the air and everyone laughed. "That's for the patty you throw down on me shirt,”
Jeromesaid. "And you lucky | didn't am at you. Y ou coming to play?'

Swagga shook hishead. "No. Come over and look at this here, man.”
Daseki sighed elaborately and they al went over to the edge.
"What you see?' Schmitti asked.

Swagga pointed. Jerome looked down. The man Swagga pointed out walked down Hilty Street into
Brungstun from the south. He wore along coat. Shoulder-length dreadlocks straggled out of ablack top
het.

"You ever see him before?' Daseki asked. "Helook red serious.”
"No. Helook Frenchi, though."

The man had light brown skin. Not aslight as a Frenchi, but definitely not like that of anyonein
Brungstun. It reminded Jerome of his dad.

"l bet you he from up near Capitol City," Schmitti said.
"Then why he coming in from the south on Hilty road, un?' Swagga asked.
Schmitti sucked histeeth loudly.

"Man, don't schoops me likethat,” Swagga said. "He ain't from here: helooking dl around them
building like he new."

The man looked up at Happer's, and they al dropped down to the ground as one. Daseki's eyes were
wide. "Y ou think he see us?' They weren't supposed to be up here. Their motherswould get real angry.

"l dunno,” Jerome said. "'l hope not." The man in the top hat and coat made him nervous. He looked
around. The heavy wooden trapdoor down into Happer's was bolted shut from the insde so thieves
couldn't get in. And neither could they. The only way down was by the fire ladder.

"Someone look over," Swagga ordered. Jerome bristled. Swaggawas afriend, but sometimes. . .

Swaggasighed. "You dl yelow-bely." He pulled himsdf up over the wall and glanced over, red
quick, and crouched back down. "He coming up the ladder!”

"Weintrouble! He got tell we parent we was up here and we al go get in trouble!™ Schmitti started
shivering. His dad was famous for agood hiding. Swagga grabbed the bag of marbles and gave them to
Jerome.

"Y ou have the best throw,” Swagga said. "Maybe if you hit he hard, he go leave to look and tell
someone we up here instead of coming up and seeing who weis. Then we can run.”

"Yeah." Jerome swalowed.



Daseki nodded and whispered, "Bust hein he head good, Jerome.”

Jerome took a deep bresath, then leapt up. He leaned over the edge. The brim of the man's hat wasn't
even ten feet below him. Jerome leaned in and threw the leather bag as hard as he could.

The man's head snapped up and he caught the bag in hisleft hand. Jerome looked down at gray eyes
as the marbles made a scrunching sound.

"Oh, man,” Jerome said, jumping back from the small wall. "He go kill we dead." Something coldin
the man's eyes made him stop worrying about his parents finding out and made him wish he were
anywhere but on the roof of Happer's.

Schmitti started to cry. "Swagga, what we should do?’

Swagga backed away from the wall, going the other direction from Jerome. " Split you-self up. Maybe
he only catch one of us, and the other three can run down the ladder.”

Jerome's heart thudded, he could hear everything: hisleather shoes crunching as he walked over
pieces of gravel, Schmitti sniffling, Daseki's wheezing breaths. A gust pushed dust into the air, making him
blink.

And just like that the man legped over thewall. His coat swirled out around him, then settled down.
He threw the bag of marbles out in front of him and took his hat off.

"Hdlo," hesaid to Jerome. "'l think you dropped something.”

He sounded northern. Almost like, Jerome made the comparison again, hisdad. Thisman had a
weathered face too. He looked old, but in ayoung body. His musclesfilled out the coat. When he moved
his arms, Jerome could see his biceps through the heavy cloth deeves.

"Who you is?' Swagga demanded. "Y ou the Baron?' Swaggawas right, Jerome gulped. Thisman
dressed fine, like the Baron Samedi, Death himself. Top hat, coat.

"The Baron?' The man frowned. "Samedi?' He snorted. "That's good, but I'm not that kind of legend,
no." He smiled at the four boys. "Call me Pepper.” He walked forward, boots clicking on the concrete.
"Theview up hereisvery good. | likeit."

Jerome nodded, trapped. Behind Pepper, both Daseki and Schmitti ran to the edge of thewall and
climbed down the ladder. Pepper looked over his shoulder at the disappearing boys and turned back
around.

"I'm not going to hurt you," he said to Jerome and Swagga "Thisisjust the best lookout in town. But
since you two are here, | was hoping you could help me. I'm looking for John deBrun. | know he never
misses carnival. 1've been in the jungle for weekstrying to get here before carniva. Do any of you know
John deBrun?'

Dad! Jerome shot alook a Swagga. Say nothing, he willed hisfriend. For oncein hisfool life, Swagga
kept his mouth shut, still looking at Pepper with wide eyes.

"Why?" Jerome asked.
"We're old friends from along time ago," Pepper said.

Y eah, right, Jerome thought. And Dad wasn't in town yet anyway. Maybe Uncle Harold could handle
Pepper and figure out if hewas afriend for redl.

"I could take you to someone who know him," Jerome said.



"I'd gppreciate that," Pepper said. "See, | only just arrived after along, long journey. I've been
spending alot of time looking for old friends al over Nanagada, and if John deBrunishere, | would love
to seehim again." The words sounded cheerfully fake.

He pulled what looked like binoculars covered in bumpy rubber out from his coat and looked east
toward the Wicked Highs.

"There usudly that many arshipsintheair over there?' he asked. Five diver-shaped shipsfloated in
the air above the mountain dopes.

Jerome shook hishead. "Never seen five dl together before.”

Pepper put the strange binoculars away. "Odd,” he murmured. Then he looked at Jerome. "L et's go
see thisman of yours who knows John." He indicated that Jerome lead the way.

As Jerome led Pepper down Gregerie road toward the waterfront, and Uncle Harold, Swagga pulled
close and whispered, "Y ou think heredly you father friend?

"l don't know."

The sound of sted pan increased, and the few people aong the street's sde this far from the real
crowd down Main Street at least bounced to the rhythm, if not outright danced. Jerome turned | eft
heading home, east for haf amile, to dodge the worst of the crowd. Almost no one was here. The music
faded away. Jerome figured they could pick up the waterfront from farther down and come back up on
the judging booths easier thisway.

A scream echoed down the street at them.
"You hear that?' Swagga asked.
"Yeah," Jeromesad.

"Sound like ajumbie, man." Swaggaturned back around. "I'm going back thisway." He ran off
toward the crowds.

"He hastheright idea." Pepper sniffed the air, like adog.

Jerome kept walking. "We just need to get around the corner here. We can cut through and end up on
waterfront." He turned into an alley, and Pepper trotted past him. Jerome could see the harbor past the
cobblestones and agreen fishing boat that bobbed out a anchor. All they had to do was turn and walk
the waterfront down to the crowds.

"Come on, child, quick." Pepper looked up and down the waterfront.

Jerome turned the corner after him. Distant song and the nearby lapping of harbor waves againg the
waterfront's concrete edge mixed in the air. Jerome hurried to keep up with Pepper. He almost smacked
into the man when Pepper froze, looking into the shade of Harry's bar, empty sinceit wasthisfar down
the waterfront. The BEST SPIRIT IN TOWN Sign squeaked. It hung from awooden roof that shaded the
tables on the sdewalk, propped out over them at an angle by poles.

"Tlacateccatl," Pepper whispered. Jerome squinted. And saw.

An Aztecawarrior stood inside. He wore abright red cape that came to hiswaist, feathers braided
into his hair like one of Jerome's aunts, and leather bracelets. Blood ran off the grooved macein hisleft
hand. It was crowned with several black metal blades.



Thewarrior looked up from hiswork, smiled with full, black-colored lips, and moved to unding the
large gun strapped to his back. Pepper's left hand ducked beneath his coat. He pulled out agun not much
bigger than hishand.

It spat, not nearly the loud bang Jerome expected. The Aztecawarrior staggered back into the bar
with abloody holein his chest. Pepper walked in, gun still in hand. He fired three more times, looked
down at the man on the ground, then walked back out.

He carried the Azteca's long gun with him.

"Comeon," Pepper said. "Y ou need to introduce me to this man who can find John deBrun. There
seemsto be an Azteca problem here. We don't have much timeto dally.”

Jerometrembled. "Uncle Harold said ragamuffin and mongoose-men would be out guarding the edge
of town. He said it were just a scout party. How that warrior get in?”

He could have died. Right there. And held just seen Pepper kill that Aztecan without missing a best.
Again Jerome found himself trying to puzzle out what kind of person Pepper was.

He had to be asoldier.
And should hetdl him the truth about his dad?

"I ran into Jaguar scouts coming out here," Pepper said. "'I'm getting to know more about these Azteca
than | want. That warrior was a tlacateccatl, he commands many warriors. Not agood commander,
he'stoo far ahead of hismen, even if heisascout. An unblooded warrior. Probably got too excited
about making sure he got a couple captures before the generd attack. Either way, seeing him, my guess
isthat awhole army is creeping into thistown.” Jerome amost jogged to walk asfast as Pepper. "They
would have just secured the town's border after | got here," Pepper said. Jerome kept as closeto
Pepper as he could. He was more scared now than when he went out at night and the wind made his skin
prickle. Right by Pepper's side seemed to be the safest place right now.

What about Dad back at their house?

Everything around them, the shadows the cheerfully painted buildings cast, the gutters, the faceless
windows, everything seemed sinister and dangerous. It destroyed the comfortable fedings Jerome had
about Brungstun. And even though Pepper had saved hislife, he till scared Jerome. Even more so now,
as Pepper's face hadn't even changed when held killed the Azteca.

The waterfront curved out in front of them, menacing and dangerous.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

The Aztecahad dragged John deeper into the bush that night until they reached a clearing with alarge
black stonein the middle. Thiswasn't asmal scout party. John saw enough different Aztecato guessthat
hundreds of Aztecawarriors crept around the bush near Brungstun. Maybe more.

Three degping men lay tied next to adowned mango tree. Blood and dirt caked their clothes, but John
recognized them as mongoose-men.



John had been shoved against the tree, his cheek scraping bark. A few deft kicksto his kneesand
stomach dropped him to the ground, and the Azteca scout by his side had bound John's hands and feet
together, then roped him to the mango tree. A warrior clubbed John's head to knock him out for the
night.

It fill throbbed when he woke up late in the morning.
John now wriggled his back up against the tree and |ooked across at the awake mongoose-men.

"What are your names?' he whispered, but they remained slent. "My nameis John deBrun. I'm from
Brungstun, who are you?"

The man with abattered face next to him looked off in the distance. "I s best we don't know each
other. Trust me."

"We have to get free,” John said. "No one could expect this many Azteca. We haveto warn
Brungstun that so many are here.”

"Shut up, man, just shut up,” asecond mongoose-man hissed. "We ain't escaping, and you ain't making
thiseager."

John'sthighs cramped underneath him. "What do you mean?'
The man next to him, the first to speak, shifted. "Make you peace. Because soon we go die.”
A faint sob, acough, and silencefell again.

Peace? How? He didn't remember who most of himself was. Held settled, taken afamily, and been
happy. But now that he'd had the barrel of agun pointed down at him, he felt soft, mushy, unprepared.

Frustrated.

The white-hot feding made him jittery. Frustrated that with only afew hours|eft of hislife, he ill could
not remember athing from before that singular moment when he'd washed up on the Brungstun beach.

A gnglething.

At least the men around John had an entire life to regret, or miss. Hewas going to die not even
knowing who heredlly was. And how sdifish, he berated himsdlf, that thisfrustration ate & him amost as
much as the hel plessness of being unable to run out and be by hiswife, hisson.

Aztecamoved and shouted. Last night's captors surrounded the tree and pointed at the four captives,
coming to adecison. They diced the ropes free and made two mongoose-men stand up. To his shame,
John fdlt relief.

Asthe two men stumbled off, John turned to the man next to him, the only oneto talk to him. "Please,
John begged. "Tel me your name."

Theman closed hiseyes. "Alex."
"How many will they teke?'
Alex shrugged. "It varies™

The two men were dragged off around the tree's branches, out of sight toward the black stone at the
center of the clearing. For severd minutes only afew jungle birds fluttered and cawed into the sllence.



Then the screaming began. It stopped after ahigh-pitched hiccup, agroan, and ajoyful shout in
Azteca

A minute later the second man started screaming.

When that stopped, John and Alex sat with their backs to the mango tree, avoiding each other's eyes.
They remained silent, waiting for the Aztecato come back for them.

CHAPTER TWELVE

It took forever to get closer to the carnival crowd by following the waterfront. All around the gentle U of
Brungstun's edge the warehouses and shops clustered, and then behind them, inching up the coast's steep
dope, theresdentia areas of town jutted out in cheerful colors highlighted by the drab roads cut into the
bright green brush and jungle. Jerome jumped at every sudden noise.

They encountered the edge of the carnival crowd: a couple kissing near adoorway, someone sdlling
fruit on atable where the juices had leaked out and stained it black in patches. Five fishermen milled
about, talking about their boats.

Jerome dowed down. "We should warn them,” he said to Pepper. Heyelled, "Aztecacoming! The
Aztecacoming!”

No one paid him any attention as they moved farther into the thickening crowd. The more people
around, the more the shouting and jumping of carnival drowned out Jerome's voice. They pushed their
way toward the large wooden scaffolds by the bank building and post office.

Jerome couldn't see Uncle Harold up in the sheltered judges benches. Half the judges were gone.
Wasit because most of the judges were Brungstun ragamuffin and off investigating the gunshots?

Another scream floated over the chaos of carniva. Jerome shoved and elbowed through to the street.
He couldn't see Pepper anymore, but the peacock-costumed woman hel'd seen earlier came proudly
wa king down the street. Behind her aband of women costumed as birds twirled batons with streamers
ontheend.

Shots echoed from the alleys. People paused. Stedl pansfell quiet as three parrot-costumed women at
the end of the Street turned around. Fifteen men with blue-feathered bamboo masks and stiff cotton pads
marched toward them.

"Azteca," Jerome screamed into the ill.

The masked men pulled out clubs and nets. Thefirst oneto reach a parrot-costumed woman knocked
her out. The two behind him threw anet over her and pulled her down the road, back toward other
Azteca stepping into the street. Jerome whirled around. Aztecawarriors trickled out from between
buildings at the far edges of town. Both sides of the waterfront were blocked. Azteca shadows stood in
the aleys. Everyonein Brungstun stood corraled on the waterfront as hundreds of Azteca poured out.
They moved into the edges of the crowd, knocking people out with clubs and carrying them away in nets,
working at the edges with quick, practiced calm, and stopping anyone from running away. People
screamed and babies wailed while everyone shoved at everyone else. The air smelled sour.



Just afew hundred feet from Jerome two farmers with machetes ran forward to dash at one Azteca
before getting shot. Blood ran aong the cobblestones. A moko jumbie on fire ran toward the pier. He
wobbled on his stilts and then fell to the ground. He didn't get up.

The crowd surged as severa thousand people tried to pull back from Azteca nets and weapons.
Jerome fought to keep standing.

A hand grabbed Jerome's collar. He screamed.

"Quiet." Pepper picked Jerome up, tucked him under an arm, and started running through the crowd.
Jerome's feet dapped against people as they passed, and Pepper paused onceto pull out hissilent gun to
shoot alone Aztecawho had pushed too far into the crowd. The Azteca grabbed for ankles as he fell.
People trampled and kicked him.

Pepper ran down to the docks toward the steamboat, but Jerome twisted around. "Take that
salboat,” heyelled, pointing a Lucita. "The steamboat take too long to warm up.”

Pepper dropped him to the dock and Jerome staggered for balance. A splinter caught his hedl before
he stopped, but he barely noticed it as he jumped into his dad's boat.

The mast swayed a hit.
"Mr. Pepper,” Jeromeyelled. "What about me mother?’

Pepper threw the aft painter into the cockpit. The rope's end stung Jerome's cheek. Pepper ran aong
the dock and grabbed both the bow and mid painter in histwo hands. He yanked on them hard and the
cleatsripped freewith an iron-nailed shriek.

"Pepper! | need to find her." Jerome's hands trembled. He grabbed the mast. " She out with the
Azteca. What they go do?'

Pepper pushed the boat out from the dock and leapt in, bringing the rear down. Jerome caught his
balance. Severd othersin the crowd were leaping to boats. A crowd had gathered on the steamer and a
small trickle of smoke wafted over the bailer.

Jeromeran to Lucita's stern and grabbed the gunwal€'s wooden lip. Pepper found the oars, shoved
them into place, and began to row. Each strong pull shook them forward away from the dock.

"Y ou have to do what you haveto do," Pepper finaly said. "Now would be agood time to jump.”

The oars hit the water, dap, then drained as he lifted them into the air. They bit back down into the
water again.

"I'm scared." Jerome sat down on the rear seat, ready to cry, holding his stomach. His eyes burned.
"Drop thetiller and steer us," Pepper said.

Jerome turned back around and loosened the rope to the oval-shaped rudder. It splashed downinto
the water.

Severd Aztecain siff cotton lined up on the waterfront and aimed guns at them. Pepper stopped
rowing. Hisgun huffed afew times and three Aztecafell, oneinto the water. Othersran for cover,
feathers bobbing.

"Y ou know how to get the sail up?' Pepper asked.
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"Doit."

Jerome hustled to get the sail unlashed from the boom while staying out of Pepper'sway. Pepper
pulled at the oars like mad, pointing them into the wind. Bits of the sail draped over the boat's sde, some
dragging dongsdein the water.

Dad would have ydled a him.

Jerome cried slently, wiped hiseyeson hisdeeve, and pulled the sail up asfar and astight as he could
while thewind yanked hard at it. The boom swung around and banged. When Jerometied it down,
Pepper pulled in the oars and took thetiller with the mainsheet in hishand. He pulled it in, bringing the
boom and sail in closer to the boat.

Lucita tilted over and picked up speed. Pepper, still calm and serious, sailed them away from the
waterfront.

The sun beat down on them. Pepper hadn't said aword in the last twenty minutes; he lay against the side
of the cockpit, one leg steering them upwind, one armin hisjacket, the other trailing in the water. They
werent redly going anywhere, just making threelegs of atriangle around and around someimaginary
spot in the ocean.

Occasionaly Pepper would take out his rubber binoculars and look back at Brungstun.

At one point they'd come near the light water of Severun's Reef, but without needing awarning,
Pepper had tacked hard, the boom swinging violently as the wind eased up on it. He must have known
the harbor well.

A dark knot inside Jerome kept threatening more tears. Held left his mother in Brungstun to dieand his
dad trapped at the house. He'd seen people die! Get shot. Captured by Azteca. He shivered. Theimage
of blood dripping into the street sawer grate asif it were only so much waste-water, that image hefelt he
would never shake aslong as helived.

He couldn't do anything. He had never felt so helpless as he did now.
"How you do it?" Jerome asked Pepper.

"What?" Pepper blinked his gray eyes and looked around.

"Stay cdmlikethat."

"Damned if | know," Pepper muttered. "The only other choiceis running around screaming.” He
scanned the horizon. "Doesn't look like anyone else made it out of the docks.”

That was what they had been waiting for.

Pepper shifted and adjusted thetiller. Lucita's tiny bow aimed for Frenchi Resf.
"Where you from?' Jerome asked. " Out by Capitol City?"

Pepper shook his head. "Further.”

"How much further?'

"What did you learn about in school about wherewe al came from?”

In school? School taught him the same tale hismother told him.



"We came from the worm's hole, up in the sky,” Jerome said. 'Y ou come from the worm's hole?”’

Pepper nodded. "We came from different places. Some settled in orbit. Others settled up north. Many
people from the Caribbean came here to Nanagada, |ooking for some nice equatoria sun and peace. We
werejust atiny bunch of refugee camps and lake fishing villages, hoping we could hidein thisfar-out
corner and beleft alone." Pepper stretched, and the bench benesth him bowed dightly. He eyed the
water, then continued, "V ery few on Earth knew we were here. Hell, some people in orbit didn't even
know about dl the idanders along the coast and jungle. Better times," he Sghed. "Before the worm-hole
was destroyed.”

Pepper talked asif he had seen these timesfirsthand.

"They say the old-father didn't survive them times, just like the machines," Jerome said. "How come
you here?'

"They lie," Pepper said. "Those of uswell protected, those who knew what was about to happen,
survived while the Pulse, nukes, and engineered diseasestook everyone dse. A few survived: some
Teotl, Loa, and others like me. Many marooned in hardened escape pods. Three hundred years of
floating in space, though, that'll screw you up." He snorted. "Heré€'s the result around us. Mostly only
on-planet idanders survived.”

"And Azteca"

"Y es, them too. When | |€ft, the Aztecawere rdligious fanatics who worshiped the Teotl. Who started
breeding and using them as cheap, savage troops. The Teotl love usng our wesknesses againgt us.”
Pepper shook hishead. "I hope you al have the resources to buck them off the mountains.”

The conversation had returned to things that made sense to Jerome.

"Most of the mongoose-men up in Mafolie Pass, or back around Capitol City them,” he said. Thiswas
common knowledge. There were squads scattered al throughout the mountains and lands.

Pepper leaned over and splashed some salt water on hisface.
"What we doing now?" Jerome asked. "Hiding on Frenchi Idand?’
"No. I'm dropping you off. Giving mysdlf sometimeto think. Then | need to start looking for John."

Jerome swallowed. Pepper had saved hislife, and he seemed to be honest. "Mr. Pepper." Pepper
raised an eyebrow. "I fibbed you. | know where John deBrunis."

"Y ou seemed to be holding something back."

"He..." Jeromesvoice quivered. "That's my dad, see? Hein the house, outside town, last night.”
Jerome looked down at the brackish water doshing about the boards by his feet.

Pepper hit the seat with afist "That complicatesthings.”
"I'm...sorry."

Pepper leaned forward and |ooked at Jerome, straight in hiseyes. "1 never would have taken John for
the settling-down kind."

Jerome avoided the gray eyes. Maybe he should tell Pepper about his dad's memory loss. Dad and his
mother did their best to hide it from him, but he picked it up from their whispered conversations when
they thought he wasn't listening. And the way shelooked at Dad's paintings sometimes. Asif they scared
her.



But that was something persona. Jerome figured his dad and Pepper could sort that out if they ever
met.

If hisdad wasdive.

Pepper adjusted thetiller. "Tell mewhat your dad looks like. Describe him to me. | haven't ssenhimin
alongtime"

Jerome struggled. Dad wasjust dad. But he did his best and told Pepper about Mom, Dad, hisfamily,
and the airship that had floated into the trees behind their house. When hefinished telling Pepper about
Dad's hook, Pepper turned his attention back to sailing, which relieved Jerome. He wanted to go Sit on
the bow and pretend he was a one on the boat.

Frenchi stood waiting when Lucita's bow struck the sand. Troy walked forward. " Something wrong?'
he asked. "Ms. Smith say she see smoke from Brungstun when she was out fishing."

Pepper splashed into the water, his coattails floating on the surface. "' Azteca attacked Brungstun.
They're moving aong the coast now towards Capitol City, ismy best guess.”

Troy had a shotgun behind his back. He pulled it out and aimed it at Pepper. "'l know Jerome, here. |
don't know you."

Pepper held hishandsin theair. "Easy. I'm not staying. I'm dropping the kid off." Jerome bristled at
being called akid. Pepper walked backward. " Jerome, jump off."

Jerome legpt onto the sand, and Troy put an arm around his shoulder. "Y ou okay?*
Jerome nodded.

"I'm going to leave," Pepper explained. "I havethingsto do. But | would appreciate some food.
Preferably sdted.”

One of the men behind Troy asked, "Y ou going back to fight Azteca?"
Pepper nodded. Then he frowned. ™Y ou look familiar,” hetold Troy.

Troy ignored him. "Give he al the saltfish and jerky he need. And some johnnycake.” He put down his
gun. "That man hard," hetold Jerome. "A killer. Better we help heleave." He walked back up to his
sore.

Jerome stood shakily on the beach, hisfeet sinking into the sand as the occasiona wave washed up
and wet them.

Troy and one of his cousins helped pack severa canvas bagsfor Pepper, placing themin Lucita's
forward stow-hatch. Pepper told the Frenchi that they needed to have somewhere to run to, or some
defense againgt the Azteca, asthey would eventudly come.

"Thereisreef we can hide behind, sand and coconut trees, we boat themto runin.”
"Y ou can last amonth or two like that, maybe, if you werewell prepared,” Pepper said. "What then?"

They smiled. "That go be long enough to see what happen. Any longer, and al Nanagada done for
ayway."

"True." Pepper nodded.



Jerome watched them al nod as despair rolled over him. What he wanted to tell Troy and everyone
esewasthat it wasn't worth it. The Aztecawould come for them all anyway, and they could do nothing
to stop that. They could only make a stand and fight, he thought. Bash them back something wicked. But
running wasfutile.

Helooked out over water and clenched hisfists. He fdlt utterly unprepared in any sense for the new
shape of the world that had dropped on him.

Pepper waited until the sun started dipping beneeth the far-off reefs and breaking waves before he
seemed ready to leave. He walked down the beach to where Jerome sat alone by a coconut tree.

"Youleaving?' Jerome sad.
"YS"
"l want to go with you."

"And do what? What skills do you have that | need? | know what | need to know, | have the boat. It
isup to meto track down your father, if hesdill dive."

Jerome banged his head againgt the tree's rough bark. "What | can do?" he cried. "What?'

"You can tell methis." Pepper loomed over Jerome, dreads dangling down like snakes. "Did John ever
talk to you about the Ma Wi Jung?"

Jerome shook his head. "'l dunno.”

Pepper grabbed him by his shirt and picked him up. He pushed Jerome against the coconut tree, hard
enough that Jerome's spine hurt when it scraped against the bumps in the trunk.

"Look right here at me," Pepper hissed, "and tell meif your father ever told you anything about the Ma
Wi Jung.”

Jerome squirmed, scared at the sudden ferocity. He had no doubt that Pepper could snap his back
againg the tree and leave him for dead.

"I swear," Jeromewaliled, atear rolling down his cheek.
"No coordinates? No secret rhymesthat give itslocation that you've sworn never to tell anyone?”'

"No! Never." Jerome sobbed, scared for hislife again, scared of Pepper. In anight hisworld had
been flipped. What was once safe had become dangerous. And people he had thought safe were
dangerous.

Pepper dropped Jerometo the sand. "I'm sorry. If | seeyour father, | will tell himyou are dive. Tell
Troy I'll sink any boats in Nanagada; make it harder for the Aztecato come out here.”

That wasit.

Pepper had that calm face Jerome remembered. When he'd shot the Azteca. Jerome watched Pepper
walk down the beach to the Lucita, coat swishing. He pushed off, pulled the sail up, and never |ooked
back.

Jerome sat by the coconut tree, watching the sail grow smaller back toward the Nanagadan coastline,
where along, black pillar of smoke, lit orange at the base, snaked up over Brungstun. Somewhere at the
foot of that fire Schmitti, Swagga, and Daseki were aone with Azteca. Along with his mom, they would



die, or be savaged by the Azteca, or . . . he didn't know what.

Jerome could not take his eyes away. He didn't move until Troy came over with awool blanket,
picked him up, and carried him back to one of the shacks by the beach.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

John stood up and rested his wrists on the mango tree to hold himsdlf up. Hisleg muscles cramped. The
Azteca holding the rope to his neck tugged awarning. John glared a him. The Azteca hollered and
walked up to him, the rope drooping to the ground between them.

"What?" John spat.

He got asolid punch straight to the face. Spitting blood, his upper lip throbbing, John stared right back
at his captor. The Azteca smiled and pointed hishead at apoint just past the tree. Seven Aztecawarriors
stood waiting. A handful more stood around the clearing's edges watching the scene. Campfire smoke
trailed over the trees nearby. Another couple hundred Azteca nearby?

"Ompa."”

John looked in the direction of the black rock. The two bodies from earlier in the morning lay next to
it.

"Wedead," Alex said, next to him. "We dead.”
The stone was soaked black with dried blood.
"Will they kill everyone?" John coughed as he was pulled forward.

"Not everyone." They shuffled around the falen tree's branches and leaves to approach the sacrificial
stone. "Hedthy peoplefirst. They save women and children for later. Some end up dave.”

The Azteca standing by the stone took off his mask. Extrafeathers siwung from his unbraided, clumped
hair as he walked forward and pulled out along, black knife. It soaked up the late-afternoon sun.

Thewarriors around John backed away reverently.
"Warrior-priest,” Alex whispered.

The warrior-priest walked forward. He grabbed Alex's head and pricked hisleft earlobe with the
obsidian knife. Blood ran down Alex's neck. He jerked back, trying to kick at him, but thewarriors
stepped forward and hit him until he stopped struggling.

| can't just watch this, John thought.

Hetook abreath and ran backward until the noose choked him. The Azteca stepped forward and
beat him to the ground with fists, quickly and camly, accustomed to the antics of those about to be
sacrificed.

Gasping and bruised, John watched from the ground asthey untied Alex's hands. Four warriors



stepped forward and threw Alex to the ground. They grabbed his hands and feet, picked him up, and
carried him up onto the stone. They crouched asthey pulled on hisfeet and his hands, keeping Alex il
and giving room to the warrior-priest.

"Nopuluca,” one chuckled.

The priest straddled Alex, looked up into the sun, then plunged the knife degp into the supine man's
ribs. Alex screamed. He screamed as the priest cut and snapped bone, and he didn't stop until the priest
grunted with satisfaction. The tearing sounds continued until afinal whimper, and then the priest held
Alex'sdripping heart up toward the sun.

The clearing erupted in Azteca cheers as the priest shoved Alex's limp body off the stone and two
warriors grabbed John's hair. He fdlt tugging on the back of hiswrigts asthey untied him. Before he could
move, warriors had his hand, hishook, and histwo legsin firm grasp. They swung him up into theair and
then downward. John's back dapped against the sacrificia stone.

It was warm.

Helooked up at the fluffy clouds above him, the sun off to the right. Thiswasthe last thing he would
see. Hisfrantic straining and pulling couldn't didodge the snewy hands holding him down. Hewas
trapped. Helpless. Waiting for the knife,

When the priest stood over him, John fought the desire to shut his eyes. He tried to stare down the
priest. Onelast tiny act of defiance.

Someone in the distance shouted.

Something hissed. The priest turned and then crumpled to the ground, impaled by afour-foot-long
spear. Thewarriors froze, stunned.

They let go of John and reached out toward the priest. Only one warrior paused to scan for the spear
thrower, shock gtill on hisface.

Waste no opportunity, John thought.

He sat up and swung his hook into the belly of the closest Azteca. It punctured thick cotton and finally
skin with an extra shove, then a pop. Thewarrior hiccuped and |ooked down.

John yanked the hook out to disembowe him.

The man'sropy intestines dithered out onto the ground. John rolled off the sacrificia stoneto grab the
dying Aztecas gun.

Another spear hissed through the air. Another Aztecawas pierced and thrown backward. John pulled
the gun barrel up with his bloodied hook and fired point-blank at the only Aztecaon hisside of the stone.

Not sure how to reload Azteca-designed guns, he threw it aside and picked up the one dropped at the
impaled warrior's side.

With a scream an Aztecalegped over the stone. John blew a good-sized hole in the man's chest, then
turned and ran. He heard a scream and a thud, another spear no doubt, and kept running.

Hetasted swest. It burned his eyes, but he didn't dow down from hisfull, zigzagged sprint until pricker
branches started dapping hisface and he tripped over avine.

Hisright knee popped when he stood back up. He ached al over, and agood nick on his shoulder
must have come from aclose bullet.



But hewasdive.

If it wouldn't have spelled death, he would have shouted with eation. But the Aztecawho had been
watching from adistance would start tracking him or caling their brothers nearby to come help.

John hobbled through the bush, getting deeper in.

After agood haf an hour, he dowed down and rested against atree. He used alarge leef to clean the
blood from his hook. Then he used the hook to cut at the rope around his neck. He threw the strands
onto the ground.

"You arelucky to bedive" said avoice.
John jumped up.

"Easy." The man stood just behind John with aspear pointed down at the ground. He looked
unmistakably Azteca, with high cheekbones and smooth brown skin. Hewore his hair brushed forward,
the nesat trim bordering his forehead.

But he wore mongoose gray, complete with pieces of glued-on bush.
"My nameisOaxyctl." O-ash-k-tul, he pronounced it. He looked down at John's hook, then back up.

"Y ou threw the spears?’ John asked, eyeing the barbed point near the dirt and leaves. His hook
remained by his side, ready to try to knock the spear asideif needed.

Oaxyctl nodded.

"Who are you?"' John asked, dert. Carelessness meant degth. Then it dawned on him. "The
mongoose-men in my house last night said they were looking for you.”

"What'd they say?'
"They wereworried. Y ou went missing with some other mongoose-men.”

"Yes. We were attacked. | madeit. They didn't. | work for the mongoose-men. | teach them about
Azteca and sometimes spy for them." Oaxyctl looked back past John toward the clearing. "Y ou did well
back there. They get confused if you get the priest first. But scouts will be coming quickly. We need to
move out of hereif wewant tolive."

"Okay." John dropped hishook dightly. "But thank you, thank you for intervening.”

Oaxyctl samiled tightly. "I'm sorry | couldn't rescue the men with you." He edged forward. "Now, what
did you say your name was?"

"John. John deBrun.”
"Ahh. Good. A very good name. Good." Oaxyctl sounded relieved.

The Azteca-turned-mongoose-man trotted between the trees, and John followed him. “I'm from
Brungsun.”

Oaxyctl used his spear to push aside abranch for John. "Brungstun is occupied. If we go south, and
then east, we can skirt the invading army and make our way towards Capitol City. It will be safer there”

The words sucked the dation of being aive from John. Brungstun gone? Shanta, and Jerome, dead or
daves? His chest hurt. He followed Oaxyctl numbly, trying to organize his thoughts. Going to Brungstun
would just kill him aswell, ascold asit sounded. . .



Capital City. "I would like to travel there with you," John said.

At Capital City he could join any fight to push the Azteca back, recapture Brungstun. Oaxyctl was his
best chancetolive.

"Good." Oaxyctl sounded pleased with that.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

During asmal pauseto catch their breaths, John watched chitter-birds swoop around the trees in sudden
bursts, moving from one tree branch to another. In the distance amonkey chattered angrily from the
treetops. Shadows crept out as twilight approached.

"How did you end up near the clearing?"' John asked, voice low.

"l was skirting Brungstun looking for the quimichtin who killed my friends" Oaxyctl said. "Then |
heard the screams.”

"Quimichtin?"
"Spies," Oaxyctl whigpered. "Like me, but that look like you.”

John crossed hisarms, chest ill heaving. "I didn't redlize there were so many.” He wondered who
among the familiar faces he'd seen on the streets, or on fishing boats, had been a spy that had helped the
Azteca

Oaxyctl shrugged. "L ots of spieshere. Not many in Aztlan." He sat next to John and unfastened atin
water flask from his hip. He opened it and drank, water dribbling down the corners of his mouth, but
didn't offer the flask to John.

"That's understandable.” John fingered a buckle around hiswrigt. "I'm sure Azteca over herewould
rather not go back."

"Youthink Aztlan isthat detestable?' Oaxyctl took another swallow.

"If lifethereisanything like what just happened to me, yes. Fucking savages." John spat. "l havea
family in Nanagada. My wife, her nameis Shanta, and my boy is—"

"Dead," Oaxyctl said camly. "They areall dead. Evenif they il bresthe this second, they are prizes,
daves, or giftsto hungry gods. They will be sacrificed to help the crops grow, or for battlesto swingin
Aztecafavor, or even just because the gods demand it."

Each word struck John like a pelted rock. He raised his hook and pointed it at Oaxyctl. "Are you
trying to goad me, Azteca?'

Oaxyctl capped hisflask and returned it to hiship.

"Quiet or youll kill us," he hissed. "I'm not Aztecaanymore, John. I'm amongoose-man. | fight by their
sdestokill Aztecaspies. | betrayed my own kind. Y ou are ajust atownsman. | did not have to stop and
save you when | heard the screams of the sacrificed on the eagle stone. | did not haveto risk my lifeto
saveyours. And | certainly did not do al thisfor you to cal me or my people savages.”



"Theblood spilled spesksfor itsdf,” John growled.
"It does. But speak ill of just the Jaguar scouts, not al Azteca. Or maybe | will kill you."
John took a deep breath. "I don't understand you."

"Maybe you should try," Oaxyctl snapped. "The mongoose-men lie with their heartsripped out. That
could be you, or me. So here we are together, John deBrun. Let us both live with it.”

John let hishook fall dowly down to rest beside him. "I was better at hardships before | married
Shanta. My son and my wife are a part of me now, understand? Thisislike losing haf your body."

"What makesyou think that | didn't leave my family behind when | came over the mountains?”

John wasn't sure yet how to judge Oaxyctl. It was usudly an easy thing for him to decide whether he
trusted someone. But John sensed many different muddled thingsin Oaxyctl that sometimes didn't fed
right.

Hed saved John'slife though, that meant something.

Oaxyctl held up afinger, then carefully picked up asheaf of five-foot-long spears and dung them over
his back with the leather strap. "We must move." A long rod with anotch at the end dangled from
Oaxyctl'sright hand, ready to fit in apear and throw it.

"Azteca?' John asked.
"Maybe. Not sure.”

John stared into the forest. Why had he been arguing with the man who had just saved hislife? He had
to sngp out of himself.

"Capital City isalong way from here," John whispered, looking around the large, shady leavesfor
attackers. "Weeks by agood road.” Oaxyctl had alarge pack of supplies. But John knew it wasn't
enough food and water to last awalking trip al the way to Capitol City.

"I don't plan on walking there," Oaxyctl whispered back. He stepped toward the leaves and led them
farther into the heavy jungle, quietly aiming down a nonexistent path south, away from the coast. John
followed just as carefully. The more milesthey walked, the more he could try to erase the fed of the
sacrificid stone, warm and smooth againgt his back.

The deeper into the jungle, the lessthey could count on any paths. Oaxyctl diced hisway through the
thick bush, sure of hisdirection even as night fell and they continued on. Neither of them were interested
in stopping due to the dark. Not with scouts behind them. And both knew it was stupid to fashion atorch
that would give them away.

"The nearest town to Brungstun is Joginstead.” John had visited Joginstead on occasion. It was due
east from Brungstun. "Are we going there after we go south to avoid Azteca?”

"WEell get close," Oaxyctl said.

Eventudly Oaxyctl gave John hisflask for water asthey continued in silence. But Oaxyctl mainly kept
to himsdlf, and John focused on strengthening his mind for the long voyage ahead.

Survivd. Theingtinct bubbled from degp indgde him, past the nonexistent memory. John knew hewas
good at that. And when he was stronger and more prepared, there would be revenge. As much death as
he could bring back on the Azteca. It felt comfortable to think that way.



Maybe held been asoldier before held lost his memory.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Dihana held on to the door's top edge as the steam car turned hard into one of Capitol City's angled
dreets. Shetried not to yawn despiteits being late morning dready. Sheld just finished alive telegraphing
session with the mayor of Brewer's Village, Roger Bransom. The telegrapher on her side had trandated
her request into stutter, and the telegrapher in Brewer's read the stutter out loud to the mayor. After a
pause the machine in Capitol City would chatter, and the telegrapher would read the reply to Dihanathat
had been spoken 370 miles awvay down the coast.

Dihana had asked Mayor Bransom severa questions based on the mayor's last visit to Capitol City to
verify hisidentity before talking about any particulars of theimpending invasion.

The open vehicle bounced through a pothole and she winced.

So now she knew Brewer's Village had not been overrun. Brewer'swas Sixty miles away from the
severd days slent Joginstead. According to Haidan, that meant Brewer's Village had three to six daysto
prepare for an invason. Dihanaand Mayor Bransom agreed that he had to immediatly send the village's
women and children up the coastal road to Anandde.

Sheldd had similar live "conversations' with mayorsin Anandale, Grammalton, and Harford. They'd
decided to send women and children up the coastal road while the men remained to fight. They'd heed
south into the bush if the Aztecaarmy proved unstoppable.

Which it would. Eventudly Capitol City would be packed with refugees who would be unable to fight
asege.

Something else gnawed at her. She didn't pay much attention to anyone on the street waving or saying
hello. Her telegrapher had told her that her secrecy was pointless. Word buzzed on the street that an
Aztecaarmy had got past Mafolie. The announcement was supposed to be released by papers the next
morning S0 that Dihanawould have more time to coordinate with mayors throughout the Triangle Tracks
before panic broached, so thiswas a problem.

Lineswere starting to form at banks, people changing city notesfor gold. Speculation was spreading,
mutating, and turning dark.

The steam car lurched to a halt as aragamuffin with an unbuttoned shirt waved them down. They had
stopped in the middle of Baker's Didtrict, although Dihana hadn't seen any bakeries on thisblock since
childhood.

Crowd noise one street over surged. People shouted. Glass broke.
"What's going on?' she asked while the ragamuffin caught his breeth.
"Wefound adead man," he said. " Sacrifice, Azteca-style, heart torn out and al.”

They had stopped just outside Tolteca-town, where most Aztecaimmigrants clustered. Dihanas
mouth dried as she saw a brown-skinned man stagger out from an aley holding abloody ragto agashin



his head. "City people out in that street?' she asked the ragamuffin.
"People standing around, trying to get in to see the body. Word spreading.”

Dihanatapped the driver on the shoulder. "Get back for more ragamuffins." She opened the door and
got out. Thedriver looked at her. "Go. Now."

"Just four ragamuffin here," the ragamuffin standing by her said asthe car hissed and groaned, then
lurched away.

"Takemethere"

It was the hair Dihananoticed. Fifty or sixty men with black, straight hair cut in afringe acrossthe
forehead, clustered on the street around an abandoned building. They faced the crowd, their backs
surrounding four ragamuffins who nervoudy held their riflesin a semiready position before abroken-in
door.

"They found it ingdethisold store. Flies coming out got people suspicious.” Xippilli, an Azteca
nobleman Dihanaknew well, pushed through his fellow men and gpproached Dihana. The Capitol City
crowd gave them room. Thewords prime and minister fluttered through the crowd. "When we redlized
what we had, we sent for ragamuffing,” Xippilli continued. "And the pipiltin"—Tolteca-town's Azteca
nobility, Dihanaknew—"ordered meto round up as many men as| could find to stand guard so nothing
got meddled with. What should we do next?'

Dihanawalked Xippilli back into the Azteca crowd and leaned in close. "What am | supposed to do,
Xippilli? We offer Azteca—"

"Tolteca," Xippilli interrupted.
"—sanctuary in this city. Even despite the fact we know thisalows spiesin.”

"Weare Tolteca," Xippilli said. "Tolteca spurn the worship of thewar god. It isonly Quetzal coatl who
deserves our attentions. And not with peopleslives. We left that behind. Weran fromit. | climbed the
great mountains mysalf, my child strapped to my chest, to leave that behind.”

"I know that, Xippilli, | swear to you | understand. The L oa opposed me on this, many opposed me
onthis, but | worked hard to convince the city to alow Tolteca-town. But no matter what you choose to
cdl yoursdf, Tolteca or Azteca, you came from over the Wicked Highsto live here. Y ou were once
Azteca, and that isdl that mattersto these people in the street right now. They're understandably
suspicious, and nervous. And on top of al that, the news s breaking around the city that the Azteca have
crossed over the mountains.” Dihanahad told the pipiltin hersdf the same night she'd found out. "1 don't
want to go in, | don't want to seethis.”

Xippilli turned and rested his back againgt brick, looking out at the murmuring crowd. Maybe afew
hundred milled about right now, Dihanaguessed, facing them aswell, to Xippilli'sfifty men and thefive
ragamuffinswithrifles

"What would you have us do, Prime Minister? Go back out into the open land? Where Jaguar scouts
will find us? We face the same horror you face now. Y ou now arein the nightmare we have feared ever
gnce any one of us has dipped over the mountains for what we thought would be freedom.” Xippilli
sagged and looked down at the deteriorating cobblestone sidewalk.

"I will dowhat | canto help, Xippilli, but the solutions may be hard. Thisis bad. Both these things
together, bad. I'll have to get Haidan, well need to coordinate a plan to patrol Tolteca-town."

"Do you have any ideawho broke the rumor?"



Dihana shrugged. " Could have been anyone. A telegrapher, anewsman, aTolteca.”

Someone pushed up close to the Azteca cordon shouted, "What did they do to that man in there? We
have aright to know what they did!"

"We don't know anything yet," Dihana shouted back at him. "Have some respect. Let the ragamuffins
dotheir job."

"How ragago protect dl of weif the Aztecalivein the middle of everything?' someone else yelled.
"The same way they protect you from any other crimina,” Dihanareturned.
"Wewant judtice!”

"Y ou get judtice by hunting down the man that did this" Dihanatold the crowd. "Not by kicking out
your neighbors. We don't even know if an Aztecadid this." She ended the conversation by turning her
back to the crowd and facing Xippilli.

Xippilli leaned closer. "Do you know for sure Aztecamarch at us?'
Dihana pulled back and stared a him. "What do you mean?"

"When you met with the pipiltin, you said Mongoose-General Haidan gave you the evidence that the
Aztecawere coming. Did you verify it with anyone el s?'

Dihanas sscomach churned, making her fed lightheaded. She couldn't talk about her father's warnings
about the Spindle, it would seem ridiculous. But, "Brungstun and Joginstead don't reply to any messages.”

"Did they report an Aztecainvasion before going quiet?' Xippilli's dark eyes seemed like dark wells.
"Any raids by Jaguar scoutsin Brewer'sVillage yet?'

She shook her head. "No."

"l will say this, and then hold my tongue. If | wanted to take over this entire city, with asmooth
trangtion, | would snip the telegraph wires to the first two towns aong the coastal roads, station patrols
to stop anyonein them from walking up to Brewer's Village. Then I'd convince the prime minister to
invite mongoose-men into the city to prepare for theinvasion. And suppose theresariot asaresult of the
Aztecarumor. | could get the prime minigter to invite more mongoose-men in quickly. | would have them
position themsalves dl over the city in the name of preventing rioting.”

"If Haidan wanted the city he could takeit," Dihana said. "He has thousands of mongoose-men to my
hundreds of ragamuffins”

"I never named names. Haidan could be just asfooled asyou are." The crowd's muttering pitched
higher; a scuffle developed down at its end as more people joined and jostled for space.

"Y ou know something | don't, Xippilli?' Dihana hissed.

"All I know isthat the mongoose-men are incredibly talented.” Xippilli remained calm, asif chatting
about tea. "And Mafolie Pass isimpregnable. The mongoose-men own the Wicked Highs, Dihana, trust
me, | personally know how hard it isto get over. How did the Aztecado it in large numbers?'

Dihanashook her head. "Evenif youreright . . . no. | can't consider thisright now." Why was he
trying to sow so much doubt in her mind? Was Xippilli aspy, trying to confuse her? Or maybe hewas
just right.

"The crowd is getting larger. We have retired warriors amongst us,” Xippilli said. "Maybe you should



deputize some of us.”

"No. | can't afford to have awar start insde the city over that." The scuffling at the edge of the crowd
increased: ten mongoose-men and apair of ragamuffins arrived, yelling at people to move asde. " Xippilli,
the man insde. What ishe?'

"What do you mean?"
"Y ou know what | mean.”
Xippilli bit hislip. "Heisn't Azteca."

"Prime Minister. Rubin Doddy." The first mongoose-man joined them and shook her hand. "Wegot a
car coming in quick with ten more mongoose.”

"What about ragamuffins?' Dihanaasked.
"We nearest. Ragamuffin coming, just not hereyet," Rubin said.

The crowd, now maybe five hundred up and down the sireet, filled the air with discontent. "Theresa
body in the shop. Give the ragamuffins what time they need to investigate. Then we need to wrap it up
and get it out of here as soon as possible. Get your men to clear out this crowd.”

"Heard." Rubin turned around and signaled his men. They fanned out. The car of promised extra
mongoose-men steamed down the street, and ten more mongoose-men legpt out and added themselves
to the cordon. The ragamuffins walked into the broken building.

"What about you, Prime Minister?' Rubin till stood next to her.
"WhereisHaidan? | need to talk to him."

"Down the Triangle Tracks now, in Batdlton.”

"Doing what?' Dihanaasked. He hadn't told her he'd leave the city.

Rubin looked at her if shewere crazy. "Preparations. Prime Minigter, the word is spreading throughout
the city that something wicked happened in Toltecatown." Too quick, Dihanathought. Far too quick.
Most rumors were dower to spread. "Haidan didn't give ordersfor anything likethis, but | think we can
get more man out on every street corner—"

"No." Dihanaknew what she was going to do. She steeled hersdlf, projected authority, made the leap.
"Were getting al the ragamuffins out on patrol.”

"That don't make no sense,” Rubin said. "How many ragamuffins you got?"

"Enough to | et everyone know we're serious. Everyone knows the ragamuffins. For somethey're
family. For others, it'sjust the familiar uniform. We don't need outsiders patrolling the Sreets.” Dihana
looked out at the crowd. "But we need mongoose-men to lock down Tolteca-town. No one goesin, or
out, unless at a checkpoint. Who do | haveto talk to to get that started if Haidan isn't here?”

"Gordon is second-mongoose,” Rubin said.

"Xippilli, come with me. We need to find pipiltin to come with us. Were going to quarter al the
mongoose-men right here, in Toltecartown, and get them off the Ministry's grounds.”

"The city'sgoing to explode,” Xippilli said, and Rubin nodded in agreement.
"The ragamuffinswill take bullhorns and read an announcement. We're going to distribute paper



explanations. Tonight we're going to explain that the Aztecaare coming, and that the Toltecaare helping
by quartering the mongoose-men who will fight the Aztecaarmy.”

She stood in front of the two men and raised her eyebrows. They looked at each other, then Rubin
whigtled for the car, pointed out two mongoose-men, and leaned in. "My two best mongoose will ride
with you. Get out quickly. When more come, welll push them out. We will start securing the area. Good
luck convincing Gordon."

Dihanapulled Xippilli into the car. One mongoose-man took the wheel and began pressurizing the
boiler. The other sat next to her. "Keep low," he said. "Y ou probably atarget. Don't risk you own head.”

She complied. Xippilli bent down and looked across at her. "I hope thisworks.”
Dihananodded.
She did too.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Pepper tracked hisway through the bush in the stolen cotton garb of the higher nobles: thick, starched
cotton, theinner sides layered with blue and fiery-red parrot festhers. He carried around shield with
leather fringes hanging from the bottom. He'd ripped off the gold decoration. Gold was universd
currency, he could useit later.

He could barely see out of the heavily stylized wolf's-head mask. It hadn't been made to fit him, but it
hid his dreadlocks, and the origina owner didn't need it anymore. Y esterday Pepper had waited offshore
until night before he landed. He had found the high-classwarrior guarding the docks and killed him, then
destroyed dl the boats in the harbor with explosives taken from the Azteca's own stores.

Disguised asthiswarrior, Pepper had visited the town's center to find records. The Aztecaloved
documentation. They had awhole class of scribes dedicated to it. And the scribes were busy: dl around
Brungstun, Azteca lords were taking inventories of food supplies and farms. Some moved into the nicer
houses, while the empty barracks at the end of the wharf had been filled with Jaguar scouts. Brungstun
children milled about in pens surrounded by barbed wire.

Pepper found deBrun's address and lit al the records on fire.
Hed be damned if any Azteca used them to hunt any Brungstunners hiding from them ill.

Hekilled three Aztecawith their own macuahuitl on hisway out, dashing their brains out against the
whitewashed wall with the effective wedge-shaped clubs. Then he climbed up awal in the nearest dley,
waked over severd roofs, and jumped back down to the ground.

Hewalked out of town unchallenged.

Fifteen minutes out of Brungstun, Pepper found the smoldering ruin of deBrun's house. He followed
tracks from thereto find asacrificia stonein the middle of a cleared areanot too far up the coastal road.
The Aztecahad sacrificed afew victimsjust before and during the attack on Brungstun, asking their gods
for agood battle.



It was an odd scene, though. Severa Aztecalay dead on the ground. One lay suffering from gunshot
wounds.

"Great gr!" three warriors called out in Aztecawhen they saw him. Though Pepper wore dark blue
colors from the nobleman he'd killed, and they wore red, they looked to him as a superior. "Our priest
was daughtered yesterday like an anima by a one-handed savage. Some of our brothers have broken
the ordersto stay here. They chase him and his accomplice in the forest. May we have permisson to join
and hunt the nopuluca?"

Nopuluca: barbarian. Pepper grimaced behind his wooden mask. He dapped the macuahuitl he'd
gained into the ground thoughtfully. He knew enough Azteca to understand what he heard, but he
doubted he remembered enough to speak well. HEd last taken to learning it so long ago. He rubbed his
throat, readjusting to speak Azteca

"Gather beforeme," hetold them.

Severd frowned at his badly pronounced Aztecawords and fractured grammar, but they obeyed.
Pepper adjusted his pronunciation. "Describe to me about one-handed man.”

An eager young warrior, looking to curry alord's favor, spoke up. "A man with one hand killed them.
We saw it from the clearing. He should honor the war god with hisblood. Instead he runs. Our brothers
ordered usto stay here and wait for orders, but we wish to chase the heathen.”

How many one-handed men lived on the outskirts of Brungstun? Pepper wondered. The four warriors
moved closer.

Timeto act before they spread out enough to make this harder.

Pepper swung the macuahuitl in hisleft hand up with enough force to smash the nearest warrior's jaw
into his skull. In the same breath Pepper fired into the group with his own gun, wading forward through
the bewildered Azteca and swinging the macuahuitl in long bone-jarring arcs. Those that il stirred
afterward, groping around in their own blood, he calmly executed with their own gunsto save hisbullets.

He saved one, wrapping a dropped net around the young man. The warrior flailed and tripped back
agang the sacrificia stone.

"Tlatlauhtilia . . .," hewhispered. | beg ... "Kill menow."
Pepper crouched next to him. "How many warriors here?' he asked in fractured Azteca

The warrior shook his head. Pepper sniffed. He could torture the man, but many Aztecaresisted
torture well. This one looked young, inexperienced, so he would start with something easier. He looked
the warrior in the eyes and pulled hisright hand out of the netting to find a pulse.

Pepper took severa deep breaths. ™Y ou number only in thousands, here to capture people for
sacrifices?!

Thefluttered eydids, dight blush, negated the warrior's lying nod of agreement.

"Isthisa. .. Flower War?' Pepper asked. Sight pause. Different Aztecaregions, asfar ashe could
tell from both ancient history and the tiny regional wars fought in the Aztecaareas when he had last left

Nanagada, waged ritual wars on each other to capture sacrificid victims. "Isthisasmall war?' Long
pause. "A bigwar?'

Thewarrior smiled. "We will take thiswhole land as ours and ruleit as ours. We will destroy your
godsin Capital City. Wewill take your machines and technologies, your—" He stopped as Pepper



folded thewarrior's fingers back amost flat with hiswrigt.

"Speak when | ask," Pepper growled. ™Y our warriors who move forward, tens of thousands?' That
was on target. It wasin the way the warrior's broad face allowed blood to heet it. All these
things—flutters, unconscious gestures—told Pepper more about people than people often knew about
themsdves.

"Our gods command us. We march through towards your gregt city.”

Pepper leaned close to the netting over the warrior's face. Black face paint had rubbed off onto the
net'sknots. "How did you get over the mountains?”

Thewarrior hesitated.

"By airship?' Pepper asked. No, he saw. "Boats?' Not that either. "Did you cross mountains
somewhere?' Theright direction. "Where?"

The Aztecaground histeeth. He would not answer thisone.

Pepper pulled the man's hand forward and folded it into afist. He cupped it in his own, large hands
and squeezed. A cracking sound came from each of the Azteca's fingers as they snapped.

Both men locked eyes, not wavering. Pepper squeezed harder and kneaded until he got awhimper. "I
destroy hands and feet. Y ou will be cripple. No honor, no glory?' He wished he were more fluent in
Aztecathan this."Y our boneswill be dust if you do not answer.”

The Azteca groaned as Pepper squeezed again. "Tunnd," the warrior whispered. "Through the
mountains”

"How long it take to make tunnel ?*

"Many generations. The gods directed it. We obeyed.”
"And Nanagada people don't know about this?’

"It ishidden from them. Their spiesarefew and arelied to."

Pepper dropped the man's hand and wiped the blood off his own on the grass. Thiswas ugly. The
Aztecadidn't have asupply chain. He only saw warriorsliving off theland, pillaging for their food asthey
moved toward Capitol City. That was ahuge gamble for the Azteca. They could starve before reaching
Capital City, could dl likely die here. But many Aztecaremained in Brungstun. If the Azteca kept each
city and captured its suppliesintact, and used the population as dave labor, they could set up alimited
resupply system as they advanced up to the peninsula. Taking Capitol City would be dmost impossible
with an initial unsup-plied mad dash, but this method would ddliver the entire coast into Azteca hands.
Bad news.

A grimmer thought wasthat the Teotl were most likely aso hunting the Ma Wi Jung.

Three hundred years later those damn creatures were still carrying on their war against each other,
with humans caught in themiddle.

Pepper looked at the printsleading away from the sacrificid stone and into the jungle. "Timeto think
about catching up, John, isn't it?" Pepper said. The Azteca struggled, confused by the change in language.
Pepper ripped the heavy mask off. It bounced in the grass. Behind the netting the warrior's eyes
widened. Pepper dammed amacuahuitl down into the man'sribs.

"Diedowly." Pepper left the Azteca on the crude eagle stone gasping through a punctured lung. He



followed tracks to atree where a second pair of boots joined the origina pair and then headed south.
Together.

John had afriend. How interesting.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

A man born under the Sgn of Ocdlotl, evenif of nobility, could only struggle toward a better life through
fasting, deep deprivation, and the gpplication of hisintelligence.

Soitwassad.

When Oaxyctl's parents presented him as anewborn to the Calmecac chiefs at a sumptuous banquet
inthe heart of Tenochtitlanome, the chiefs asked his parentsfor hissign. Upon hearing it they gravely
shook their heads.

"Children born under thissign grow to becomethieves,”" they said. "If this child were female, we might
offer you the honor of waiting until she grew hair to her waist, then place her head between two rocks
and offer her to Tladoc for abetter rainy season.”

Oaxyctl would not be apriet, or ajudge, or aleader of warriors.

He attended the Telpochcalli instead, with dirty kids and commoners. They sang history and trained to
become simple warriors. The ingtructors pricked his skin with thornswhen he forgot his lessons.

When he grew old enough to fight, Oaxyctl |eft for asmal village far away in Imixcoatl petl's shadow,
the Cloud Serpent's Mountains, known to most smply as the Great Mountains. Back then nopuluca
lived on the Aztlan side of the Great Mountains. Oaxyctl captured many to gain respect, feathersin his
hair, and eventudly awife.

The pipiltin of Aztlan then gave Oaxyctl the chance to become quimichtin and spy on the lands on the
other side of Imixcoatlpetl. Since then hislife had become a complicated mess of double spying, fear,
blood, and long journeys over the Greast Mountains. Hed turned in many spies he had once called
friends. And then killed many mongoose-men who thought him afriend. And he'd repeated the cycle
againin Brungstun to hunt for John deBrun.

Oaxyctl did not believein curses, or unlucky life signs, but about now he was beginning to change his
mind. Oaxyctl had once never believed in gods either. HEd assumed they were the results of men who
dreamt too much. A suspicious man, Oaxyctl sneered at dl mystical things. The priestsin Aztlan smelled
of death, were painted black, and had shaggy, snaggled hair soaked with the blood of the sacrificed.
Their shredded earlobes and bitten lips caused Oaxyctl to avoid them. And what they did to their genitals
with knotted ropes.. . .

Hed thought them mad until the day the priests brought the chairsto histown. And inside them sat the
ancient, pale, squinting gods.

So unhuman. So different. Oaxyctl shivered. If held been wrong about the gods, then maybe he was
wrong about hislife.



Maybe he needed to fast more, deep less.

But the practical warrior in him told him that right now, those actionswould lead to desth. Better to
gtick with the gpplication of hisinteligence. And what did hisintdligencetell him?

Something had worried Oaxyctl since held met the Teotl: the god's explanation that there were those
who wanted John dead, no matter what.

Werethereredly other godswho might kill him for doing what he was doing asit was againgt their
wishes? Did the gods argue often? He'd never heard such athing. And how did he make sense of such a
thing, him, Oaxyctl, just amere human?

Oaxyctl wished that he'd had more time. Then he could have taken John and tortured him for the Ma W
Jung secretsat leisure.

Gods. Held barely rescued the man in time from the Huitzpochli offering, and that involved shadowing
some very good Jaguar warriors and waiting for exactly the right moment. He'd prayed that it would
work, offering blood from his cheeks even, that John could escape from the eagle stone as Oaxyctl
struck the warriors down. Hed come so closeto failing, he still shook dightly when he thought about it.

But he'd doneit. Found the right man from talking to people in Brungstun, gotten to the right location,
and done his god's bidding.

Oaxyctl's own countrymen still chased them. And Oaxyctl needed time to make the right potions and
toolsto force the truth out of deBrun. With the invasion happening, he knew time was something he didn't
have.

Could herisk stopping, |etting the warriors get to them, and claim he was one of them? Too risky.
Suppose they killed deBrun in the process? The god said they had no ordersto save deBrun, but rather
tokill him.

The god would not like that to happen. Oaxyctl was sure hed suffer if it did. He felt sick remembering
how close deBrun had come to death.

Once deBrun released his secrets, Oaxyctl could return to Aztlan and forget thisforeign wildernessin
the gods good graces. He wouldn't have to worry about whom heredly spied for anymore. He could go
back to anormdl life. He missed having awife.

He couldn't remember much about her; he had |eft many years ago to become a spy. By now she must
have given him up for dead and have anew husband. Y et he ill fantasized about that life. Two of them
adoneinasmal home, cuddling by astove fire and the small statue of aloca pulque god on the wall,
whileamountain fog rolled by at night.

He liked how soft women were, bringing flowers and scentsinto the environment. He hated mud,
sticky sweat, blood, and long, long treks for his own life. He missed the way things had been, for asmall
timein hislifewhen helived on the foothills of the other side of the Wicked Highs.

John deBrun had been muttering about Joginstead and a bath under his bregth, while every onceina
while Oaxyctl caught the long-off look of mourning in the man's eyes.

They spent part of the early morning adeep under atree, covered in twigs and leaves. Oaxyctl gave
John jerky and dried fruit, and some water from his canteen. Both dept uneasily; John kept crying out
and waking up swesting.



At noon they stretched and kept walking. But well before Joginstead, Oaxyctl veered off to the east
even farther. They walked a good many miles before they came to the clearing Oaxyctl aimed for.

If John deBrun died before giving up information about the Ma Wi Jung, then Oaxyctl would diea
horrible death. He knew thiswith certainty. And if any Azteca caught them, Oaxyctl could still not figure
out how to guarantee that John would remain dive.

S0 he had chosen adifferent path.
Ganing himsdf moretime,

Oaxyctl tramped through the clearing, kndt in the middle, and cleared off leaves and dirt to reved
trapdoors set into the ground. "We are here," Oaxyctl declared.

"But thisisn't Jogingtead,” John said.

"I never said we were going to Joginstead. It is probably aso occupied.” Oaxyctl pulled the oak doors
up with agrunt, then let them drop open on either sde. Heled John down the stone stairs of a
mongoose-man depot known only to afew courier mongoose-men. Two of them lay dead back in

Brungstun.

Oaxyctl felt for the controls set against the wall's corner, groping aong in the dark. When hetriggered
the switches, air hissed and spit. A large hole opened above them; flush hangar doors did aside despite
the heavy weight of earth and vines carefully arranged over them. Dirt spilled down over the edges.

In the new light they could both make out a shapeless gray mass of an airship's unfilled bag. It hung in
midair from ropes and nets fastened to the large cavern's underside. The Nanagadan military, nopuluca
though they were, had some fascinating tools they'd taught Oaxyctl how to use when held trained with the
MONgoose-men once.

"Well take this emergency mongoose-courier airship to Capitol City," Oaxyctl said. "First we need to
fill it, though."

John deBrun nodded. Oaxyctl saw trust grow in the man's eyes.
Oaxyctl smiled.

With the help of spiesin Capitol City, Oaxyctl could drug and take John somewhere to interrogate
him. He could take the careful days he needed to dowly pull the in-formation out of John whilethe
Aztecawarriors dowly made their way up the coast toward the peninsula.

Better dangers he knew in Capitol City than Aztecawarriors here.

Oaxyctl wondered what it meant that he felt more comfortable among the Nanagadans than hisown
warriors.

Nothing, hetold himsdlf fiercely.
With adefinite plan before him, though, for thefirst timein three days Oaxyctl relaxed somewhat.
He would accomplish histasks. The godswould respect him yet.

Oaxyctl was not cursed.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

John watched as Oaxyctl checked the hoses leading to the gasbag, then followed them back to the
cavern wals. Oaxyctl then spun the valves open. The hoses straightened and filled out, and after adow
hour the airship's bags sarted to visibly fill. The floppy lengths of fabric expanded and filled the cavern.

In the dusky light John cocked his head to ook at the airship. Amazing. The cavern itsdlf, anatura
snkhole, must have had its top shaped with dynamite, and the courier airship roped into its hidden hangar
beneath the jungle clearing. Severa netlike lengths of rope hung on the airship's dull-colored gasbag, just
like rigging on a ship. Presumably to alow maintenance of the whole structure.

Oaxyctl ran around shutting vaves. He yanked on small ropesleading up the sides of the hoses. They
popped off with puffs and dropped away from the airship.

"Get on," Oaxyctl ordered.

"How?" John asked. The ground dropped away to darknessjust afew feet in front of the stepsleading
in. John kicked asmall pebble with his muddy boots. It jumped forward and disappeared, occasionaly
hitting awall and bouncing. Finally adistant plop floated up and weakly reverberated around the cavern.

Oaxyctl pointed. A rope ladder ran from the side of one of the wallsto the airship's undercarriage.
"Youfirg," he said as helooped his bundle of spears over hisback.

John put ahand to the cavern wall. The rock chilled hisfingers as he dowly waked aong the edge
toward the rope.

"Areyou surethisis secure?' John looked out to the end of the rope ladder attached to the airship.
Theledge beneath hisfeet dimmed down to mereinches.

The cavern echoed their voices back and forth between itswalls.
"Y ou scared?"' Oaxyctl asked.

"No." John looked at the rope ladder. It rose upward at adight angle and swayed dightly asagust
from above played with the airship. "I've been on rigging like this. But it was my rigging.”

He crouched and grabbed arung. Why this angle? Climbing straight up presented no problem, but
here theladder lay almost horizonta . John studied it for asecond, well aware of the different waysthe
hook on hisleft hand would get in the way.

To lope across the unsteady ladder he kept his hook folded into his chest, straining across with just
onearm and hislegs. He only missed arung with afoot once and ingtinctively hooked arung with his left
arm to prevent falling. He reached the undercarriage fairly quickly, grabbed the bamboo siderails, and
pulled himsdf into the smal basket.

The whole undercarriage was bamboo, he noticed.

He turned around to help Oaxyctl, watching the five-foot-long spears on the mongoose-man's back
waily.

"What isthat anyway?" John asked about the long handle with the notch at the end. "I haven't seen



anything quitelikethat.”

Oaxyctl took the spears off his back. He used the leather strap to tie them to abamboo rail. "Atlatl.
Y ou launch dartswithit. It triples the length of your throw."

He busied himsdlf securing his pack. Then he used the cloth straps on the chair to buckle in. John
copied him, though the buckle euded him at first, as he had only one hand. Once he was strapped in,
John looked up along the dirty fabric haf afoot over hishead.

A wooden pand with brass dids and knobs swayed from the undercarriage's struts above Oaxyctl's
head. Hoses and pipes led away fromiit.

At thetop of the stairsthe airship had looked huge. Up close, al John could see above him wasthe
dark expanse of airtight canvas, the light playing off the varnish over itsside. All around the cavern,
menacing dark edgesloomed closg, lit by the gap in the earth just big enough to fit the airship through.

Hopefully they wouldn't hit anything on the way out.

Oaxyctl shifted, causing the undercarriage to squeak. Even though apparently designed for two, their
thighs were still mashed close to each other. John's pants had ripsin several places, and it looked asif
Oaxyctl had cut ditsin histhat dlowed himto run fagter.

"Ready?' Oaxyctl asked.
John nodded.

Oaxyctl held abox with asingle switch onit. A wireran fromit al theway to acavernwall. He
flipped the switch up and threw the box over the side. It clanked against the rocky sides.

Sixteen ropes held the airship down. Several groaned from the strain of keeping the lighter-than-air
vehicle tethered. They now snapped backward like whipsin reverse.

Thearship roseinto thear. The cavern lip moved past them and gave John aglimpse of the clearing
once more. Then they rose over the trees, the wind blowing them into the highest branches, where
dartled monkeys howled at them in protest.

A hot air gusted, free of the shade below. The airship skipped, then rose over agreen sea that
sretched before them, rolling dl the way to the horizon's edge until it met the blue skies.

Oaxyctl leaned back after loosening the straps some. He grabbed awooden handle on the end of astring
and gtarted yanking at it. Once, twice, threetimes.

John craned around to look.

Behind the undercarriage was alarge wooden propeller blade with aflap behind it. Just like the
propeller and rudder of afast seamship, John thought. He'd seen adesign like that in Capitol City.
Oaxyctl yanked once more, and the engine roared to life.

John recognized the stench quickly enough. He turned around.
"Alcohol ?* heydled over the engine.

Oaxyctl nodded. He grabbed alever with apolished brass and cherry inlaid knob between hislegs.
When John looked backward again, the large flap behind the propdller waggled, then turned dl the way
toonesde.



"It doesn't have too much fud," Oaxyctl said. "And we don't have enough power to fight thewind. But
it can help guide us."

Thearship dowly changed direction, though the wind still blew them off course, and Oaxyctl kept
looking out at the sun to line them up properly. They were getting blown back toward the Wicked Highs
to the west, not going northeast toward Capitol City.

"Will we be able to make it to Capitol City?" John asked asacloud of blue-and-gold parrots burst
from the treetops to flee before them.

"Thereisagreat wind high over the Great Mountains that blows east. We must climb higher into the
arr tofindit. If your ears hurt, you pretend to chew.” The airship rose fagter. "We don't have air tanks
with us, so watch your breath. We must be careful not to choke.”

John settled farther back into his seat. The horizon seemed to move farther back, but at the sametime
he could see more of theland al around him. A curl of smoke in the distance rose from Joginstead.

The next time he leaned over the bamboo rail and peered down, John sucked in his bregth. He could
no longer see branches, just a smooth carpet of green.

"How high arewe?" he asked.

"Very high," Oaxyclt said. "High enough that if you fall, maybe you'd have afew secondsto flap your
hands hard and pretend to fly."

John didn't find that funny.

They gained height dowly, still getting blown sdeways and west. Oaxyctl began to turn the airship to
face the mountains. John frowned. The Wicked Highsrose, an impassable wal beforethem. The air
rushed them toward the jagged peaks and valleys. John could see where the trees stopped and bare rock
poked into theair.

"How much have you flown machines like this?* John asked. They weren't too far up that he couldn't
look down and see that they were moving quickly over the ground toward the Wicked Highs.

"Enough to know what I'm doing," Oaxyctl said.

Theair played with them. John's ssomach lurched as the airship dropped down, then rose up. It shook
severd moretimes, theair stirring them up as they approached.

"It will get rougher," Oaxyctl said.

And it did. One drop, the airship being shoved down against itswill, dmost convinced John hewould
die dashed againg the sde of the mountainsin this contraption.

"Just hold on." Oaxyctl spun diads on the panel above him. Hoses leading from thick tankslashed to
the carriage's underside hissed. The airship rose faster. "Near these mountains at thistime,” Oaxyctl
explained loudly, "the winds seem to be sucked in just above the surface of the land. Then they riseright
up the side of the mountain, and then higher in the air they go the other way. We can use that.”

Thewinds were changing, bearing their airship up the mountain'sde. Thiswaslike saling, inaway,
John thought. But you could go up and down aswell.

Oaxyctl jockeyed them higher, and when they rose as high as the Wicked Highs top peaks, thewind
changed and they flew quickly eastward, as Oaxyctl had predicted. So now they were sweeping in the
right direction: mosily eest. Eventudly they needed to turn north to am for Capitol City, but at least they



were being blown away from the Azteca
Everything smoothed out, and asthey flew away from the mountains, Oaxyctl stopped the engine.

Off to the north by the coast, athick pal of smokerose. A burning Brungstun. John looked away from
it with burning eyes, looking esst at the long expanse of thick-jungled land.

Therewas hopein thisdirection.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

John watched tall clouds heavy with water drop down toward the airship, blocking out light. Waves of
chilly wind gusted over John and Oaxyctl and shook the airship. They both shivered in the undercarriage.
Compared to the massive clouds that spread in dl directions and towered up into the sky, they were
nothing more than asmal dot.

It rained softly for an hour. Rivuletstrickled down the Sides of the airship to form aminiature waterfall
of concentrated raindrops that soaked them. John looked up at the dripping panel above Oaxyctl and
hoped someone had waterproofed it.

Eventualy the steedy drenching ceased. Water randomly dripped down off the gasbag to fall far down
to the ground. John shook himself to get the pockets of water on hislap off and kept shivering.

"Will you be okay?' Oaxyctl asked.
"It'scold,” John said.

Oaxyctl nodded. He adjusted dials and the airship lowered. "1 can't go too far down or we'll lose our
wind. But let'swarm up.”

The sun appeared: long shafts of awelcome golden light beamed at the ground as the shower clouds
dissipated. Oaxyctl maneuvered them low enough that the cold didn't pierce John's skin to his bones. The
wind wasn't as strong. John couldn't tell for sure, but it looked asif they were moving over the ground at
amorelesurely pace.

If he had a sextant, he could tell for sure, though the beginnings of amental map were suggesting itsdlf
to hismind'seye, asit usually did whenever John traveled. He looked around for anything he could adapt
to make sightings with, but saw nothing. He took off his shirt and wrung it out over the edge, then laced it
to the bamboo handrail to dry off. Thelowest edge of the gasbag's rope net swung near him.

With amighty shiver John wrapped his arms around himself and rubbed his skin real hard to warm up.

"Food?" Oaxyctl offered. He opened his pack and dug around. Oaxyctl had more jerky. But he aso
had some chewy, stde johnnycake and asmadll jar of honey. They dipped the johnnycake in the honey as
if it were dessert and sipped at the canteen as they passed over a swatch of land shaped in squares.
Farmland out in the middle of the jungle. Some group forging into the virgin land.

"Do you think about your family much?" John asked, looking out for some familiar landmark. Right
now every hour in the wind was an hour away from the coast most familiar to him.



"My wife." Thewind lessened and Oaxyctl twisted dids. Hoses hissed. "1 think about her." They
dowly rose. The wind picked back up.

"My wife's name was Shanta." It hurt John to use the word was. He redlized he had started to bottle
up the black scar, hisloss, into the middle of himself. Wordslike was were afirst step.

What scared John was how easy it came to him. Some long-forgotten ingtinct alowed him to cauterize
his emotions. What kind of person could do that as amatter of fact? Someone who had lived arough life,
John thought. Maybe that was why he had no memories of it.

He shivered. Not because of cold, but asense of dread that settled in on him. A smdl figment of the
pagt, and not returning in some hazy, forgotten dream.

"Necahud," Oaxyctl said, after thelong moment's silence.
John shook himsdf. "I'm sorry?"

"Necahua was my wife's name. It'sacommon one. It means 'survivor.™ Oaxyctl smiled. "And for her,
appropriate. She could sniff out positions that would help me earn respect with a second sense |
admired. | wonder sometimeswhat sheisdoing now."

John smiled aswell. It was hard to picture the hardened warrior, once bloodthirsty worshiper of
human sacrifice, ashaving afamily life.

"Do you have children?' John asked.

"Children . . ." Oaxyctl paused to check the dids above him. He cleared histhroat. "No." He bit his
lip. John wondered what emotions Oaxyctl struggled with. "Didn't have timefor children before| had to
crossthe Great Mountains."

"I'msorry."

"Soam|." Oaxyctl dug around in his pack and pulled out adirty blanket. His fingers turned white as
he pulled the knot loose that bound the blanket into asmall, tight package. "Here. Wrap this around your
neck and head, it should keep you warm whilewefly."

John did so, then chuckled.

"What?' Oaxyctl asked.

"Y ou suddenly seem to have asoul.”

Oaxyctl looked at him. "After saving your life, John deBrun, it would make no senseto let you die”

John blinked and bit his lower lip. "True. | owe you much." He settled into his seet as best he could.
More questioning advice from his degpest ingtincts bubbled up. Did heredly trust this man?

Y es. Of course.

Okay, thetiny instinct guided him. Next he needed shdlter, water, food, deep. Act strongly only after
deep. Themind without deep is not geared for surviva, he thought to himself.

The words and concepts made sense.
"Would you mind if | took anap?' John asked.
Oaxyctl shook his head.



They flew on into the clear skies, moving with thewind over the land. Occasionaly abump would
force John to unconscioudy grab something with his good hand.

Something shook John awake. His eyes fluttered open, and he redlized that his good hand clutched the
draps holding himin. They chafed hard againgt his chest.

The airship dropped suddenly, shaken by the air. John felt asif his chest had been shoved under
severd feet of water; he had to suck at the air to get rid of the suffocating feding.

"What'sgoing on?" he asked. Wind buffeted them again.
Oaxyctl had astrained ook on hisface. "We're being followed."

John looked around. Many miles behind them alarger craft followed, though John squinted to make it
out. Oaxyctl had sharp eyes.

"I'veclimbed ashigh as| dare," Oaxyctl said. "I have some length on them, but they gain on us."
"Why don't you usethe engine?'

"It won't do us much good, not enough fudl, and we need that fudl to navigate when we get lower to
the ground.”

"Damnit, what do we do?"
Oaxyctl tapped adid. "For now wetry going higher."

Theairship lay over onitsside like aship asmorewind hit them. Oaxyctl led the lighter-than-air
machine even higher in search of faster winds. John hoped he could handle that sort of tossing.

And not pass out for lack of air.

CHAPTER TWENTY

The Aztecaairship chasing them looked larger than their own courier airship. John guessed its gasbag to
be easily twice the size of theirs. Highly stylized terra-cotta-colored festhers ornamented the nose, and a
pair of propellersjutted out from the sides of the canopy.

Three sharp cracks spat through the air. John ingtinctively ducked, then looked upward.

Oaxyctl nodded. "They're trying to drop us out of the sky. They don't want usto get north with any
reports on where they are." Oaxyctl turned around and yanked on the cord. The motor coughed and
spluttered, but did not start. "We're too high. We need to drop our dtitude.”

More shots pierced the wind's low roar. Oaxyctl grimaced and worked alever. John heard hissing,
not from the hoses, but from farther up on the gasbag. They dropped.

John turned around and looked. The Aztecaairship followed.
The sound of wind passing them picked up, and John's ssomach flip-flopped. They werefdling fast.



"How much air did you let out?' John asked.

"Helium." Oaxyctl twisted dials and the hoses legpt to life. Condensation ran aong the bottom of the
black rubber tubes leading under the carriage to the tanks strapped underneath. Oaxyctl yanked on the
cord behind him again. Once, twice, three times. On the fourth try the adcohol engine cleared its throat
and groggily roared tolife,

Oaxyctl pushed the lever throttle on the panel above him asfar forward as he could. They both turned
around to look through the blur of the propeller. "Whered he go?' Oaxyctl peered around.

John looked up at the stained canvas above him. Oaxyctl followed his gaze. "Damn.”

They heard another series of shots. A bullet whizzed past, too close. Oaxyctl unbuckled the straps
holding him into his seat.

"What are you doing?" John asked.
"Going up the Sdeto see where they are.”

John shook his head. ™Y ou haveto fly thisthing.” They'd fallen far out of the sky, and even with more
gasintheairship, he could fed them still dropping. He yawned to pop his ears. "Do we have agun of any
ort?!

"Thereisnoway I'll let you go up there." Oaxyctl pointed a John's hook. "I don't know who's more
dangerous, you or them.”

John grabbed a strap on hiswrist and popped it off. Heignored the smell of unwashed skin as he
pulled the rest of the straps |oose to remove his hook.

"You could die," Oaxyctl said.

"We stand the best chance of surviving thisway." John tried to keep the nervousness out of hisvoice.
Heights never bothered him. But held never been on rigging in the middle of the sky.

And what was in Oaxyctl's deep, caculating eyes? John couldn't tell. But after furrowing histhin
eyebrows, Oaxyctl nodded. "Here." He reached down benegath his seat and forced open afirst aid box.
He pulled out aflare gun and a cartridge of flares.

John wrapped the gun and ammo in his shirt and tied the bundlein on itsalf with aknot. "Just don't
make any sudden movements, okay?'

Oaxyctl nodded. He didn't look happy about thisin the dightest. John would have thought anyone
would be relieved to Say in the undercarriage, but Oaxyctl looked more nervous than John did.

John unstrapped himself from the chair. He wrapped afoot around the rail and leaned out. He looked
down, saw the world far below his knees, and looked right back up at the distant and safe horizon. He
grabbed the rope net swaying from the gasbag with the outstretched fingers of hisright hand.

John held his breath and wrapped his good wrist around the thin rope. He hopped forward and hung
inthe air by one securely wrapped hand.

Helet hislegs dangle out and pushed hisleft arm up through netting until he hung from hiselbow. Then
with hisright, John pulled himsalf up. Once he had hislegs hooked into the netting, he could scramble up;
he'd done this on ships masts without a hook before.

John followed the pregnant curve of the airship up toward the sky.



Thewind rushing past the sdes of the machine pulled a him, but it didn't tug hard enough to sartle
him. What did make him jump were the sounds of three more gunshots. John crabbed hisway aong the
netting and looked up to see the Azteca airship above them. Someone leaned over the Sdeto point a
rifle

John flattened himself as close to the varnished canvas as he could. He wrapped hislegs around the
netting and untied his shirt.

Y ears of sailing had taught him to gauge the distance without a second thought. The Azteca
sharpshooter, used to stable ground, couldn't aim accurately enough to hit them yet, thanksto the
swaying and wind.

The Azteca airship, though, kept trying to drop down closer for an easy shot.

John laid theflare gun againgt hisforearm to am it asbest he could. It looked small and not very
accurate, but he'd used something similar to fire ropesto other ships. He didn't fire yet; he waited, getting
afed for thewallow of theairship. Just like at sea. The Azteca airship, above and dightly behind them,
sank even closer. John squinted, waited for the great mass of fabric and gas beneath him to shift, and
fired.

He quickly snapped the gun open and emptied the spent cartridge. It spun off with the wind down
toward the distant ground.

Nothing happened. Hed missed. Y es, he saw the flare well over both airships, shining and smoking its
way dowly back to ground.

John did another flare in, snapped the gun shut, and fired again. They had given him their belly, and he
took advantage by aiming for the tanks dung to the midsection of the undercarriage.

Thewarrior leaning over the edge started craning around. Looking for John. The Aztecaaimed severa
more shots, but if he couldn't hit the airship, John guessed only afluke shot would hit him. So he stayed
carefully wrapped around the netting and fired again.

A firebdl exploded out of the side of the Aztecaairship. One of the engines caught fire and exploded,
the propdler spirding fire asit fell down through the air.

"Got them!" John ydled.

He opened the gun, did in another flare, and fired at the Azteca gasbag. And then again. That wasthe
last flare, but he saw it melting through a section of the gasbag.

Thefire quickly leapt long the entire undercarriage. One of the warriors jJumped from the edge.
Spread-eagle, his pants on fire, he screamed as he dropped past John's airship. Up above, the Aztecan
machine staggered in the air as numerous holes appeared in the bag. It dropped. Sowly &t fird, then
quickly.

Shit.

John scrambled down the netting. He dropped the flare gun out into the air, not wanting to try holding
onto it with only one good hand. He folded hislegs around netting and et go with his hand, faling to
swing upside down, hishead leve with the bamboo rail.

"Gogogogo,” heydled a Oaxyctl. "Goright! They're coming down on us.”

Oaxyctl sworein hisown language, along fluid series of vowels, then he spun dids. John jackknifed
his whole body and swung out from under the airship as best he could to look up.



Hames and smoke.

Something struck the top of their airship and screamed. The whole thing shook. John tensed hisleg
muscles as he swung back and hit the side of the airship. An Aztecawarrior dipped down the side of the
netting, grabbing for anything but not succeeding.

Hefdl down toward the ground. Though from John'sinverted point of view, it looked asif hefdll
upward. John pulled himsdlf upright, still watching.

Thingstook forever to fal dl the way down to the ground, John thought, waiting until the Azteca
disappeared into the green. Oaxyctl finaly coaxed the speed he needed from the airship, and they aimed
down at the ground to pick up speed. John couldn't tdll if hisimagination was playing tricks on him, but
he saw ripples race across beneath the netting.

They couldn't let out that much gas.
Could they?

No, the undercarriage swung violently asthe airship tilted. They'd been struck. Hoses hissed loudly as
Oaxyctl filled them with gas again. It sounded asif held spun the valves open asfar asthey would go.

They roseinto the sky, now. John watched the flaming wreck of the Aztecan airship fal quickly away
beneath them. Asthey rose, he gave himself timeto let out the breath he'd been holding.

But even then he only had time for abreath before Oaxyctl yelled a him.
"Check for fire"
John unhooked his legs and scrambled up toward the top of the airship.

After severd more panicked minutes, John found only smoldering netting. He used his shirt to best it out.
Once hewas sure it wouldn't reignite, John made hisway back down.

When John clambered into the undercarriage, hanging on with asingle hand and swinging hisfeet in, he
found that Oaxyctl did not look relieved.

"Thereisn't any fire," John reported.

"No," Oaxyctl sad. "But welost alot of helium getting out of that. It will be only amatter of time now
before we haveto land.”

John strapped himsdf into his chair. The once creaky and unsafe-seeming undercarriage now fet like
firm ground compared to scampering around on the netting.

"How long do we have?' John asked.
"Maybe afew hours.

John looked up at the material over hishead. "Isit dtill safeto fly, then?' he asked nervoudy, theimage
of thelarge Aztecan airship plummeting to the ground till strong in his head.



Oaxyctl nodded. "I will fly it until thelast moments. Then weland. And hopefully welive.

Hopefully? John looked over. He grabbed the straps holding himin. At least they were far away from
the advancing Azteca. A small consolation, but hewould takeit.

"Any landing we make that we wak away from," the Aztecan said, "will beagood landing.” Then he
muttered to himsdf, "1 truly was born under an unlucky sign.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Oaxyctl had taken the airship as high into the clear sky as he could get it with the remains of the gasin the
tanks strapped to the underside of the bamboo carriage. John noticed that they hadn't climbed high
enough to pick back up the strong winds that would take them al the way to Capitol City. They drifted
dowly, likeaship without salls.

Fortunately they till drifted toward the east. One of the two moonswas out, barely visblein the
daylight.

Oaxyctl swigged water from his canteen and looked over the edge. "L ook at that." He pointed. A
brown, arcing scar in the earth.

John leaned forward. He knew where they were. "It's called Hope's Loss."

Oaxyctl folded hisright leg underneath himself. "Hope's Loss?!

"Y ou've never been to Capitol City?"

"No." Oaxyctl shook his head. "But | know much about it. | have friendsthere.”

"Twenty-two yearsago | journeyed through the bush to Capitol City with afriend of mine. Edward. A
mongoose-man. A damn good one. He wanted to investigate Hope's L oss. He wanted to seeiif the
doriesweretrue.”

"Which gories?'

"Ah." John picked up his hook. "Y ou haven' lived around herelong enough.” He did the cup over his
wrist and began to strap the hook on. The leather edges bit into his sore skin. He avoided Oaxyctl's
curious gaze, lowering his eyebrows. " Supposedly, during the last days'—John grunted and levered the
hook on—"evil beingsrained rocks on thisland, killing many people. It wasn't sopped until al machines
of destruction, on al sides, were destroyed. There are other more fantastic stories, but there is one thing
they dl havein common." John leaned over and looked at the scars. "They say the land here around
Hope'sLossis poisoned, for nothing will grow there.”

Oaxyctl dso leaned over and looked around. "And isit true?”

John nodded. "I held four of my friendsin my armsasthey died, just weeks after waking through
there." John took a deep breath and let it out. "Edward, he always remained sick after that. Just thetwo
of usarrived in Capitol City. Asthe people said, a poisoned land.”

"Wereyou sick?"



"For some reason, |'ve always been fine."
"Lucky."
"Yes." John leaned back againgt hiswicker seet. "Very."

"Thereare smilar soriesin Aztlan, on the other side of the Wicked Highs. About cursed lakes that are
perfectly round. People from villagesthat try to settle them, once ageneration or so, die. We share alot
of amilar higtory and destiny.”

John looked over Oaxyctl. "Tetol 7"
"Teotl," Oaxyctl corrected.

"Those beings were what the legends say caused most of the trouble. They rule your people, they tried
to destroy my people—"

"My 'people,’ asyou caled them," Oaxyctl said, "are varied. Some of them know no better, asal
society isdictated by the Teotl and the priesthood. They know only what istold to them: that only blood
can appedl to the gods, only blood brings the food, and only blood ensures your soul's surviva into the
afterworld. And even then, many only follow this out of fear from the Teotl and instruments of the priests.
There are the Toltecawho have fled over the mountainsto live here, and there are also people like me,
Aztecawho have joined the mongoose-men to fight the people that were once my own.”

"I'm sorry," John said.

"All our ancestors have been cast down from grestness. That isal we know for sure. All dseis
confused and muddied, because the Teotl, my people, your people, and the Loathat the Teotl have
sworn to destroy aredl in conflict. And you and |, John, arejust tiny dropsin that ancient storm.”

Theairship had lost height, but it looked asif they would pass well over the scarred land.

"Okay." Oaxyctl's outburst surprised John. He kept what was on hismind silent: no matter the
madness of the circumstances, or history, for him nothing justified the pillaging and disregard for lifethe
Azteca brought to Nanagada.

Nothing.

Oaxyctl guided the ponderous lighter-than-air machine down toward the long, rolling upper canopy of
Nanagada's deep inner jungle. He started the engine as the wind pushed them backward.

"Do you see aclearing of any sort?' he asked, after severd minutes of scanning the horizon.
"No clearing," John said.

"Damn." Oaxyctl looked up at the dias on the wooden panel over hishead and bit hislips, seeming to
wish for morelift. "We should land now, whilewe il float. Who knowswhen it will beginto fall.”

He aimed them at alower section of trees, and they sputtered along. Now, as John looked down, he
could perceive bresks in the steady stream of green beneath the canopy. Oaxyctl leaned over, shifting the
bamboo undercarriage, as he appraised the area.

"Thisisasgood as anything,” he said.
John nodded.



"Hang on then." Oaxyctl pushed the levers by the sde of his seet, forcing the whole motor-mounting
behind them to squeak and swivel upward. The airship tilted down, dowly, and then Oaxyctl gunned the
engine. The airship settled down toward the trees.

The top branches, thin and laden with rich green leaves, brushed the undercarriage. It sounded like
sand underneath a skiff. Only it got louder asthey sank in between the branches and leaves. The soft
gfting transformed into aviolent scratching. A large limb snapped. The sngpping continued. Like
firecrackers.

Thearship cameto astop.
"Can you reach anything?' Oaxyctl asked.

John looked around at the bowed branches poking through the gaps of the undercarriage. The nearest
branch, one of the stronger onesthat had stopped the airship, looked large enough to hold hisweight.
"Yes You?'

Oaxyctl unstrgpped himsdlf. His actions were careful, he didn't move any faster than he needed. He
moved to a crouch and picked up his pack and spears. "Y ou will haveto go firgt," hetold John.

John fumbled at the straps. Steady, he told himself, reaching out. He grabbed the edge of the branch
with his good hand. Then he dung his hook out over into the branches and hopped off. The branch
bowed down, agood four or five feet below the undercarriage. John arched his back and got hisfeet up
around the branch and crawled hisway upside down toward the trunk. He grunted and pulled himsdlf
onto the crook and leaned his back against the bark.

"Okay, I'm here," he cdled out.

Oaxyctl swung off. The branch bowed again. The branch cracked. Oaxyctl looked startled and pulled
himsealf up as quickly as he could. John gave him ahand up onto the crook. Far below them the ground
peeked out from between the tiniest cracksin leaves, where the sun turned into hazy shafts of light that
penetrated the cool shadows.

"It'll be hard to see the sun once we are below the trees,”" John said. "Do you know where we are?!
John's highly visud interna map was beginning to build apicturefor him.

"Not redly, but that's okay." Oaxyctl lowered himsdf down to the next branch. John hung by his hook
from an overhead branch and grabbed Oaxyctl's hand. The mongoose-man half-turned. "What?' he

snapped.
"Watch your step.”

The branch beneath Oaxyctl's leather boot crumbled away in a puff of rotted dust. It smashed down
through the leaves, shaking loose drops of condensation, seeds, and dirt, which al trickled down through
theair in agfting shower.

"Thank you." Oaxyctl swung over to another branch. John followed him down, blinking as everything
got dimmer and dimmer.

Oaxyctl paused to notch adart into hisatlatl. With aburst of energy he whipped the dart at the
gashag, puncturing it.

"That will keep it from getting into the air again,” he explained, "now that our weight is off of it."
Theairship, without them iniit, had been struggling to rise again.



At the base of the tree Oaxyctl took out acompass, oriented himself to north by the needle, and
shifted his pack and spears. "We're much further away than | wanted to be. We need to keep moving;
our arshipwill bevisbleif any other Aztecaarships are close and saw dl that and are hoping to catch
LBIll

He struck off, and John followed. "Would we make that much of an important target?”

Oaxyctl shrugged. "If we were an airship that had taken photographs showing the Size and details of
the Aztecaarmy, and of exactly wherethey are, it might be worth their time to consider sending another
arship and smadl group of warriorsto find us."

Good point. John picked up the speed of hiswalk.

More waking, he thought, brushing aside aprickly vine drgped in front of him. But in the right
direction.

North to the city.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

The tracks stretched on for miles, cutting a swath through the muggy green land asthey headed down a
gentle hill toward the end of the northern peninsula of Nanagada. The sun left aband of mist that hung
over everything, giving the edge of the forest by the gray wooden trestles agloomy fed.

Tizoc stood by the edge of the tracks, waiting for the mile-long train to thunder past. Pieces of gravel
shook down the sides of the sharp dope. The wheels clicked steadily aong.

Then sllencefdl, thelast cab rushing off into the distance. Tizoc adjusted the gray cloak he woreto
disguise himsdlf and continued on.

Huehueteotl, the ancient god that commanded Tizoc's culpilli, the ancient council of leaders, had given
him thistask in person. Astradition demanded, ever sSnce the Hower Wars werefirst formaized
thousands of years ago, awarrior-priest would go before the main army to the city about to be captured
and ask for its surrender, its gods, its gold, and its subordination to the superior forces of the Azteca.

Tizoc fdt pride that he could walk so calmly toward his desth.

He crested the gentle hill and looked out over the tracks. They led gently down toward agreat hill of
rock that blocked the peninsula.

Not rock, Tizoc redlized, but Capitol City.

He stood and dowly redlized what helooked at. This"city" of the soon-to-be-conquered was no city.
Thewalls, giant, soread like hills acrossthe entire peninsula

How many people lived in there? The dazed Tizoc guessed half amillion. The rock faceroseinto the
air, and he could see embankments, even aroad, along it. To think that his people could not capture this
city would have been sacrilegious, o Tizoc told himsdlf thiswould be afine jewe for the crown of the
empire, this Capitol City.



He had ajob to do.

Tizoc shifted agnarled and muddy walking stick to hisleft hand, threw off hisdull gray cloak, and
walked forward.

They stared at him. He stood outside the massive walls, by the vendors and stores dong the Street that
curved aong the front of the city. They stared at hisfeathers, the paint that covered hiswhole body, and
the desgnswoven into hisclothing.

Some knew what Tizoc was.

Tizoc looked at thetraitors who lived in Capitol City, the ones calling themselves Tolteca, Sraight in
the eye. These cowards who had run away from the true land to hide here, they would be first on the
dtar after the city fell. Their blood would start the new reign.

Hewalked forward in the street, until enough people stopped and stared, and the men with tangled
hair down to their shoulders stepped forward with rifles.

"l amthe priest Tizoc," he shouted out loud. "I am Azteca, and | come with words for your
commandersand culpulli.” He pointed at the warriorswith their guns. "Take me now to your chiefs and
priests. | am to deliver the terms of your surrender.”

A wave of whispersrippled through the crowd aong the side of the street. Heads turned to face him.
Someone spat into the street at him.

"Who you think you is?' yelled awoman sdlling yams piled in acart across the sireet.

Tizoc repeated hiswords. A rock smacked the back of Tizoc's head before he could finish. Hefell to
his knees, but didn't grab the wound. It throbbed, but he let it bleed freely down hisback. A gift for
Huehueteotl, he whispered.

A smdl crowd rushed in on him. Tizoc did not try to cover hisface from the blows. He tasted blood,
felt it trickle down the Sdes of hisneck.

They broke hisarm and then aleg by ssomping onit.

| anfor you, hetold the sky. Any red civilization would have taken him to their leaders, talked the
terms, and arranged either atithing or a proper battle. Not this savagery.

But he expected little of them, asthey kicked him across the street. Bones cracked.

Their plainly dressed warriors moved in between the crowd, pushing people asde forcefully to get to
Tizoc. They used the butts of their gunsto knock the most vicious aside. Tizoc found himsalf dragged by
his broken arms across the road. He could barely see. He wished he could whimper.

Hewas forced to his knees. Black, polished boots hit the ground, throwing dust into Tizoc'seyes. A
hand grabbed his chin, and Tizoc's broken jaw seared theinsde of histhroat.

"We are mongoose-men. Y ou have terms?"

Tizoc worked his mouth, blood draining out the corners. " Are you the leader of the mongoose?!
They shook their heads. "Tell usyour message anyway," they said.

Tizoc sighed. He would not even have the honor of delivering the message to the right person.



"Thirty percent of your gold, your food, your machines, and your young will be ddlivered asatitheto
Huey Tlatoani, the Great Speaker, and his gods."

The man in front shook his head. The solid locks shook againgt each other and his thick shoulders.
"I will die before that happens,” he said Sncerely.

Tizoc nodded. "That ishow it shdl be." Hisvision faded. Huehueteotl, honor me.

Huehueteot!| ?

He sighed one last bloodied breath.

PART TWO
CapiToL CiTY

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

The train dowed to gpproach the tracks leading into Capitol City's gaping tunnels. The chuffing echoed,
and Haidan caught a glimpse of afamily'swashing hung up to dry in abacony severa hundred feet over
the top of the train. Things looked more crowded than when held left. More stalls crammed the tracks.
More weary faces |ooked back at him.

"I forget how good it fed to be back in the city,” the old lady acrossfrom him said. "Thirty years|
been gone. Now me family sending me up the tracks to be safe in the city. Azteca coming, you know?"

Haidan looked over at her and the dinged-up suitcases by her feet. The car was packed with people
heading for the city. And their luggage. Crammed in every bit of free space, spilling out into the middle of
theaide. A fight had broken out at the Batellton ticket office over the last few tickets. He found it
annoying that Dihana hadn't been able to keep things silent just abit longer. Now the mongoose would
find travd more difficult.

Feet thudded onto the roof above him. Daring boys raced aong the top of the train shouting a each
other, thin voices pitched up against the sudden hoot of thetrain'swhistle.

So much energy.

Helooked out at the smooth rock. If ever there was proof of the past we logt, reflected Haidan, it was
herein this great stone monstrosity of acity, hollowed deep under the rock, raised over with buttresses
and walls and courts, dl created by the mysterious and powerful machineswielded by the old-fathers.
There was nothing dse like Capitol City in Nanagada, no town, no village, nothing. And Nanagadans
couldn't create another Capitol City.

Not for afew generations yet, he thought. Maybe one day, if Dihana's Preservationists kept up their



work.
And if they survived the Azteca

"Fina stop for number thirty-three engine," the ticket-taker yelled as he walked down theaide. He
sounded asif hed comein from atown outside of the tracks, hisinflection thicker than most in the city.
"Capitol City Station Four. It about five o'clock. Thank you and make sure you step careful out between
thecar.”

Brakes screeched, metal on meta, dowing them down as the smooth tunnel walls turned into arock
platform. Ticket coveslined the walls, and Nanagadans of varying skin colors, religions, and regions
were leaving the other trainsthat had just come in under the watchful eye of ragamuffinsand
mongoose-men. No one was getting back on the trainsto leave. Steam floated up from under the cars
and obscured the jostling crowds. Haidan stood up, briefcase held tight in both hands.

"Mommy, Mommy," ayoung child screamed, pushing through the passengerswith hiselbows. His
puffy hair bobbed as he ran. Haidan dodged the groin-height arms and let the kid through.

"Right here," asoothing femae voice said.

Haidan stepped out from between the two cars and looked around. Three mongoose-men in dress
uniform, white shorts and short deeves, gold braids on their shoulders, stood waiting for him. He caught
their glances and nodded. They moved forward. Quickly in step, today, as Haidan felt rather good. No
painsin his somach, or lungs.

"Good to see you, Haidan." The mongoose-man on the left, Gordon, sounded asif held grown up
deep in the bush. And he had. Gordon adjusted the rim of apair of smoky ova glasses. Hisbad head
glittered with a sheen of swest.

"We have an dectric waiting for you," said the muscular mongoose-man on theright. Y our wire was
received afew hours ago." They were definitely back in Capitol City, Haidan thought, where everyone
around you sounds different from everyone ese. The city was amishmash of familiesthat had lived here
aslong as could be remembered, aswell as everyone else who lived in Nanagada. It was a chaotic mess.

It wasacity.
"The prime minister, she need see you soon, okay?' Gordon said.

"Not yet." Haidan needed to get back and caught up with city preparations. Hed ignored building
Capital City's defenses between picking up this prize in Batellton and planning the mongoose-men's
retreat to Capitol City asthe Aztecaadvanced. "Let'sgo," Haidan said. The three men circled him, and
together they waked through the grand doping tunnd out of Station Four into Capitol City.

A Preservationist-designed pod-shaped e ectric waited for them. The whip connector stood raised over
the back, ready to reach up to atrack to draw power. Haidan took the driver's seat. Gordon sat next to
him and unholstered apair of pistols. He set them on hislap. "Things red tense around the city right

"Good thinking." Haidan tapped the charge dia and stared at the controls.

"There the power.” Gordon pointed at Haidan's feet. " That how you turn it on." He pointed at a switch
by the smal steering whed.

Cramped, briefcase between his knees, Haidan flicked the indicated switch forward and pressed the



accelerator. They moved out into the sireet, Gordon looking left and then right for Haidan. They moved
away from theirregular walls of the city, honeycombed with their train and subway stops, Streets and
offices, into agreat open-air, lozenge-shaped atrium several milesin length. Capitol City itself lay ingde
the great walls, roads, and docks. The city's buildings were built by later generations, after the Last War.
It was aconsensud conflict of cultures, refugees, and out-of-control city planning.

Haidan aimed the eectric into the center of an upcoming road, looking up at the wire mesh that hung
just over the Street between brick buildings. He dodged families on carts, horse-drawn carts, until the
whip behind them bent and made contact ten feet over their heads. Sparks flew. Now they rode off the
city's power, no need to worry about the battery.

"Everyone know Azteca coming. Lot arefugee cominginontrain.”
Hadan sighed. "I know."

"Been ariot near Tolteca-town. Things tense. Dihana asked we mongoose-men to moveinto
Toltecatown."

"What?' A red open-air trolley, passengers lining the sides with baskets and bags fresh from market,
dowed down in front of them. People were buying too much food. Stockpiling it. Haidan swerved
around. They coasted adjacent to the power netting while Haidan looked for achanceto get the
bouncing whip back in.

"She cameto mein the barrack," Gordon said.
" She overstepping.”
Gordon shrugged. "Doing theright thing."

"Maybe." Haidan dowed down, let an old lady cross. "I don't want her thinking she could use
MoNgoose-men anytime she want. Any more report on Azteca movement?”'

"It dl dead slent down by the mountain.” Gordon clutched the handrail in front of him asthey turned a
corner. "l have more bad news. Brewer's Village: they spot Jaguar scout. Didn't say how many. | send an
arship from Anandaeto look."

"From Anandae?’
"Brewer's Village can't be reached anymore.”

Haidan got the dectric back under on another street with dectrified wire mesh and accelerated. He
followed the wall, making along counterclockwise trip, the twelve-story-tal rock face to hisright.
"Damn," he muttered.

"Yeah," said Gordon. "Still ain't go see Dihanafirgt?"

They passed a series of gpartment blocks hewn into the sides of the wall and painted yellow. On
Haidan's|eft a battery of wooden buildings barely got over four storiestall. He dowed the eectric down,
turned left, and started dogging through the streets. The mesh over their heads petered out and the
electric whined aong under its batteries.

"WdI?' Gordon asked. He knew Haidan too well.

"Yeah." It didn't take long to reach the Ministeria Mansion. Guardsin mongoose-gray and beige
stood in front of the large steps. Floodlights bathed the front of the mansion in light as the sun dipped
beneath thetal walls of Capitol City. Haidan stopped the dectric. "Wait for me."



He got out and walked up the stairs toward the large wooden storm doors.

The conference room was cramped and lit by severa expensive brass-gilded electric lamps on the table.
Thick wooden shutters strained againgt the dats holding them shut, not even dlowing the dightest bit of
light through.

It fet asif someone had battened down for astormin here.

Haidan walked down the side of the oval conference table and took a sest. Dihana sat by hersdlf at
the expanse of table.

Oh, child, what isgoing on now?

"Hello, Haidan." The prime minister'slong, plaited hair hung over the table. Her eyeswerered from
lack of deep.

"Dihana. Bring me some understanding,” Haidan said. " Azteca marching up the coast. Gordon saying
we can't reach Brewer's Village now. We can't be sure how many out there, or how they had get out
from between Mafolie Pass, but they sacking towns and moving quick. We need Toltecahelp, and it
sound like you invading Tolteca-town.”

"It was the best thing to do." Dihanas green eyes crinkled. "People were ready to run into
Tolteca-town and take their own revenge. It would have been bad.”

Haidan scratched the table. "I calling al mongoose-men to fall back to the Tracks. Once there they
burn anything the Azteca can feed themsel ves with. Then they must tear up what track they can, destroy
bridges, and regroup herein Capital City."

"All thet?"

"All that." With Mafolie Pass, in the past Nanagada only had to worry about small groups of Azteca
who snuck in. Small, quick, and mobile groups of mongoose-men gationed themselves all over the
dopesfor thisreason. They had no massve defending army. Haidan wasimprovising. "Y ou till thinking
wrong, Dihana. Just like me not too long past. Redlize: afull Aztecaarmy coming. Thewholething. If
people ain't insde these wall, they dead. So inside these wall, things better be in some damn good shape.
No sense wefighting two wars.”

Dihanabit her lip. "Y ou'reright." She put her elbows on the table and held her head. "What more do
you need from me?"

"Moreairship. Can the Preservationist help?”
"They're yoursto command, Haidan."

"Good. Because | need to swear them to secrecy.” Haidan released the catches on the briefcase he'd
held by hissde until now. He st it on the table and opened it up. "'In Batellton you Preservationist digger
found a map of thewholeworld."

Haidan had grown up a poor vegetable farmer in the jungle near the Wicked Highs. When he wasn't busy
with chores, there were thingsin the old roots out around the newly cleared land that intrigued him.
Ancient ruins. Buildings run over by vines and powerful trees. The hints of aforgotten past lay scattered
in the ground beneeth the ruins. Digging in the dirt, Haidan found small machines with rubber grips,
handprints carved on them. Strange coinsin alanguage he never understood. He made extramoney



taking the most interesting finds to Brungstun, to a mongoose-man called Jules, who sold them to Capitol
City.

Eventudly Haidan followed histrinkets al the way back to Capital City. Hed led agroup of
mongoose-men and afisherman, John, through the forest from Brungstun to Capitol City. Still interested

in histrinkets, he'd participated in digs around the edges of the city wall, or in townsadong the Triangle
Tracksuntil Prime Minigter Elijah forbade any further such activity.

Haidan had tried to talk Elijah out of it. The prime minister had refused, but been impressed enough
with Haidan that he asked him to lead the Capitol City ragamuffins. Haidan turned it down, not being
interested in being stuck in the city, and was instead promoted to |ead the lesser force of Nanagadan
bush scouts, the mongoose-men. In time Haidan came to respect Elijah's actions. Elijah used the
Councilmen to manage the day-to-day life of the city, while Haidan built up the mongoose-men to patrol
the mountains againgt the Azteca. Both men tried to ensure their long-term survivad, balancing everything
constantly against the fear of the Azteca and the demands of the once powerful Loa.

A baance that was destroyed when Elijah died. The Council broke gpart when Dihanainherited the
prime ministeria position. The Councilmen felt they should have voted one of themselvesto prime
minister, and in between ther infighting over a candidate and opposing Dihanaas prime minister, riots
raged throughout Capitol City for two weeks. Haidan had helped her order the ragamuffins out in the
streetsto bresk the violence and hunt down the Councilmen who'd started it.

The Loagave up on the city's leadership and disappeared into the basements of their street templesas
Dihanatook over. They offered her no help, and sheld handled everything on her own, with only Haidan
by her side. Sheld never forgotten or forgiven the Loafor that. And once Capitol City settled into cam,
Haidan left for the bush, worried more about the A zteca than the petty machinations of the Councilmen
or what the Loamight be up to. He regretted that focus. But right now, he didn't regret his constant
interest in the past. And in maps.

Indl hisyears of living here, Haidan had seen maps of Capitol City's streets, of the sewers beneeth it,
and many recent maps of the lands from the Wicked Highs on east. Haidan collected maps. Part of his
rise to generd was due to his well-planned ambushes and patrols. He used topography to gain an upper
hand on Aztecawho tried to infiltrate.

Y et none of those maps Haidan had seen were maps of the entire world.

In the briefcase a piece of paper lay sandwiched between a pane of glass and a polished square of
hardwood. Haidan laid the map on the table.

"Fisherman know that far enough north it get cold like when you go up amountain. Of three expedition
you funded, only one touch the northland. We know nothing about the land west of the Wicked Highs
except what the Toltecatalk about. We hardly understand the world." Haidan smiled. "But right here |
got acomplete map of the sea between Capitol City and the northland. Right down to the smallest little
idand."

She moved closer, chair creaking as she stood up to lean over. Haidan put his palmsflat on the table
and pushed the map toward Dihana. The lamps glinted against the protective glass behind her.

On the map's lower corner Nanagada stretched out from the Wicked Highs onward. A small dot
marked the northern peninsulatip, and the words Capitol City had been written next to it. Down near
the mountains, in even smaler handwriting, were the words Brun's Town.

Haidan wet hislips. "Some villager digging awell in Batellton hit abunker degp benesth the ground.



We know the old-father had make Batellton atemporary headquarter during Hope's Loss. They were
getting reedy for some serious battle on the ground, when al the machines stop working for everyone.”
Haidan looked up at Dihana. "'l think this adocument one of the old-father actualy wrote on while
eitling Nanagada.”

"Incredible,”" Dihanawhispered. "But why isthisimportant now?"

Haidan caressed the glass. He'd been hoping for detailed mapslike thisfor along time. Hisfirst hope
had been to use them to take the fighting to the other side of the Wicked Highs. But now that Azteca
marched toward them, he had something more ambitiousin mind. Something based on old history few
knew.

"Therés something more: Starport,” he said. "That was where we old-father land, before the Tetol
froze the north and fought us away. Y ou read what the Preservationist write. There's something there,
tough like the machines sometime we find in the ocean that ill work, left by we old-fathers.” Hisvoice
rose. "You must trust me. There's proof, and | know how to get there. We might find something. We
know some machine that survive come down out the sky, legends say so. They say some old-fathers
could never leave because the Tetol waited abovefor dl of them. Those machine might still work. They
might still help. And | think | know where aworking machine might be."

"How will you get there?' Dihana asked, leaning back in her chair. "The last expedition | sent almost
starved to death, couldn't get past the ice, and then most died getting back.”

"We get there quick." Haidan spread hisarms. "By airship over sea. It possible with thismap.”
"Haidan . . . the cost." Dihana shook her head.

"Very hard right now. | know. That why | need you help."

Dihanasighed. "Plan this expedition, but nothing more.”

"Good." Haidan put the map back in his briefcase. " There someone who can help." He snapped the
case shut. She had been avoiding this, he knew. "We need talk with the Loa."

Dihanafolded her hands over each other. Her lips pinched out astraight line. Y ou think that is
necessary?'

"Don't got enough resources for anything we planning. The priestessand dl the god them living inthis
city been accumulating plenty of that. The Loaexist here, they need protection too."

Dihanastood up. "How are they of any useto usin this coming battle?"

Haidan pushed his chair away and stood up as well. "Who the enemy? The Loawho withdraw and lay
low when we get insstent, or the Tetol, who command in fear and blood and don't care how many die by
them?'

"Okay." Dihanastood in the doorway. "1 know you'reright. | just don't likeit." Haidan pushed past
her into the corridor. "Haidan . . . if the Azteca come, we don't have much of a chance surviving, do we?'

"l been waiting for something like these maps for along, long time. Going to the northland along shot.
Might be the only one we got, come soon enough.”

"| don't know what se | could have done, Haidan."

"I going now. Plenty to take care of." Not just the planning for an airship expedition, but the large
unnamed steamship ditting in the harbor needed some retrofitting with someideas Haidan had. Another of



hisside projects, it was aready being changed as he thought about the oncoming Azteca. "And, Dihana.
About moving me mongoose-men into Tolteca-town. Y ou should have talk to mefirg."

"Y ou taught me well enough how to take command, along time ago, when | first took thisjob and
riots started on the street.”

"Don't makeit ahabit." Haidan paused with her near the hurricane doors at the end of the corridor.
"Thiscould il blow upinweface"

"Y ou want them back out?"

"No. But pay careful attention to thing down there." Heleft her by the doors, waking out onto the
steps toward a patient Gordon.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Three days later, and Brungstun still burned. The black pillars of smoke rose day in and day out, floating
up until the wind caught them and took them down into the forest during the day. During the night the
pillars drifted far out over the ocean toward Frenchtown.

Jerome stood on the beach and, like a scab that he couldn't resist picking at, watched the pillars of
smoke. He dug histoesinto the sand, dimly aware of the water gurgling asit settled in around hisfeset.

Severa boats set sail from the beach. Troy ran dong the shoreline yeling at people with a piece of
paper in his hands. "Make sure you done get enough sdltfish too," he admonished a departing boat, heavy
with burlap bags stacked up to therail. He walked over to the coconut tree by Jerome. "And you, you
little pickney-child, | have something definite for you."

"l don't want help with nothing," Jerome said.

"Y ou go need keep you-sdlf busy. Thismoping about here ain't go help you none. Comefollow me."
Troy walked away. Jerome stood ill. "Now," Troy said. "Or | tie you up and drag you me-sdif.”

Jerome sighed. He pulled hisfeet out of the sand and followed.

Troy led him around to asmall bay hidden by an overhang of rocks and fallen boulders. Netsand
bamboo gates cut the bay off from the ocean around the idand. Several Frenchi Jerome's age paused,
chest-high in the turquoise water. Some looked surprised, others sad.

Hedidn't want their damn pity. Jerome stood till. "What this?"

Troy waded out until the water came to his neck. He put his mouth underwater and bubbled a rhythm.
One of the kids laughed and pointed as apair of fins broke the surface and circled Troy.



"Scudder-fish," Troy explained. He put out a hand and the creature cameto astop. A pair of funny
tallswiggled from behind the scudder-fish: asmooth, fast-looking creature with ayellowish beak.

It was the strangest sea creature Jerome had ever seen. He waded into the water and the scudder-fish
turned to look at the disturbance—a twisting motion so graceful and quick Jerome amost couldn't
believe it happened—and it faced Jerome. It bubbled the water with its beak and moved toward him,
then rubbed againgt his outstretched hands.

Up close Jerome redlized that the scudder-fish stretched out longer than Troy, six feet long. And
strong. He could fed the iron-hard muscles under the smooth skin.

"It fed like smooth cotton,” Jerome said. Someone giggled.

"Look at this." Troy took the scudder-fish'stwo finsin his hands. It swam, and Troy's chest pushed
through the water. "If you's red nice to them, they help pull you around the reef them. And you cantrain
them to help you find stuff in the water."

Troy madeafull circuit of the smdl bay, even diving with the scudder-fish under the surface severd
feet, then breaking back up through the water in front of Jerome. He let go and floated over. "1 want you
to join me niece and nephew them here and learn how to make friends with the scudder-fish, and dive

deep. Very deep.”

"But why?" Jerome asked. What wasthe use of dl thisif they were going to die when the Azteca got
out hereto theidands?

Troy pointed out past the bay at one of the ships sailing with supplies. "We Frenchi been breeding
scudder-fish along time. We use them to dive. If you want to stay with us, you have to learn how ride.
So learn quick. There hardly much timethis, you understand?'

The children dl looked at each other, asif they werein on some secret. "Look," said agirl next to him,
her brown hair matted to the back of her pink neck. "When you go deep, you just hold you nose like
this." She demonstrated, pinching her nose. "And blow. Then you ear fed better.”

"Okay." Jerome pushed off hisfeet toward the scudder-fish. It flicked around him and bubbled.
"We go teach you everything,” someone dse said.

Jerome smiled. He floated out with the scudder-fish. There was a friendlinessin the scudder-fish that
made his soul fly alittle lighter. The gentle crash of the waves againgt the shore didn't jar him as much. It
seemed to soothe.

He set about learning how to dive with the scudder-fish.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Haidan sat in the study in his home perched on the left edge of Capitol Harbor, where the great
amphitheater of Capitol City left the jagged peninsulato dip in the water. The city's great walls created a
large protected semicircle of water where boats anchored.



The porthole windows in his study |ooked out over the black water of the harbor, with the breakwater
sdeof the city wall visble from them. A gentle fog wasrolling in, though.

Haidan leaned back in his chair. Stutter dipslittered the floor. A large map on hiswall bristled with
colored pins, aquick and dirty theater map of Nanagada with his best estimates of where Aztecawere
coming and where the mongoose-men retrested.

He'd spent hours earlier moving around Capitol City, scouting for a better operations center than this
temporary setup in his house. They'd settled on an unused warehouse on the waterfront. Mongoose-men
were in the middle of moving stuff over. And now Haidan could snatch sometimeto pore over the rest of
the briefcase's contents. The proof held talked to Dihana about lay inside.

They were typewritten entries with handwritten commentsin the margins. A Preservationist had found
them in a security box that had taken afull day to break open. It had been inside an excavated
compound office deegp beneath the ground, hidden away in a secretary's desk. The box was hidden
insde a secret pand that had rotted away.

He'd shown Dihanathe map. These he wanted for himsdlf.

Haidan blinked scratchy eyes. The clock in his study gonged that it was morning. He coughed and
dabbed at hislipswith a handkerchief lying on the desk, then picked up one of the yellowing pieces of

paper.

There were handwritten entries;

April 5: 1,500 moved from Starport to Center Staging. 17 dead. Haidan read the following
seventeen names.

April 7: Fourth air strike. Battle-Town. 500 dead. For this entry there were no lists of names, the
author of this manuscript having decided there wasn't enough paper.

April 15: Orbital 2. Nuclear strike? 2,000 dead.
May 3: Orbital 1 and 3 destroyed. Unknown how. Unknown casualties.

There were several reams of administrative records. A dry account of the original settlers of Nanagada
being moved to safer areas, or being caught in the crossfire of the wars of long ago, when Nanagadan
people had great powers. Haidan had afedling that if he looked in these records long enough, he would
recognize surnamesthat still existed in Capitol City.

He st these aside. He would study them later, match them to the history books he had, then turn them
back over to the Preservationists before Dihanafound out about hislittle indiscretion.

Thered gem lay under the adminigrative records.
Hadan pulled it out.

Hed read it once dready at the sart of the train ride back up. It had fired the proposal held given
Dihanafor thetrip north.

He carefully set the piece of paper on the desk in front of him.

Imagine, hetold himsdlf, imagine yoursdf an old-father. Y ou been fighting the Tetal, high in the sky,
looking down on thisworld, or even under the sea. Imagine that all your knowledge, technology, al the
machinesyou useto fight the Tetol, died inasingle day.

Everyone would be scattered al over. Some would have falen out of the sky, drowned at sea, or



been stranded. Y ou could hear some of that reflected in the old tales ill told out in the bush about those
days.

Here wasthis|etter, scratched in fading pen that Haidan's tired eyes fought to focus on, written during
thistime.

"Jesus, Stucky, | can't believe someone did this," Haidan read to himself.

Jesus, Sucky, | can't believe someone did this.

It hit at noon. Everything died. All my implants suddenly blipped and | couldn't get messages,
hunt info, nothing. I'm using pen and paper. I've never even heard of an electromagnetic pulse like
that. Who did it? Us or them? | guessit doesn't matter anymore, right?

| used Sadie's telescope last night but it's not powerful enough to seeif the wormhole home still
exists. We can't see any light from the orbitals so we're sure they're all dead. | wrote it down on
the admin sheets. Tens of thousands, gone.

If we did this, we killed ourselves as well. The pulse killed almost everything with a microchip in
it. A few hardened things work here and there but not enough. Civilization is going to die here,
and there are going to be a lot of hungry people soon, and a lot of people getting cancer as a side
effect, | wouldn't doubt. We watched the supply shipsin orbit burn up like meteors last night. The
lab people are saying the terraforming mirrorswill fall too, so we're lucky to be near the equator.
When it gets cold up north, they're going to suffer worse.

Thisisour home planet, now, | guess.
Corporal Bradson thinks no more aliens landed on the

planet besides the one ship we spotted right before the pulse. But | still wake up at night
wondering if more might have gotten through.

We don't have much to defend ourselves with down here. Personal firearms mostly. The aliens
won't have much either, but after they have their next generation of pupa, they'll be ready, just
like at Gatrai. We're lucky we survived them thislong, | guess, even if we are killing ourselves to
kill them.

Bradson's leaving us unguarded here in the middle of the forest to go north. He claims the Ma
Wi Jung is up there and should still be working. We cooperated with aliens to build it for that sort
of thing.

It's a mess here, Sucky. People are dying without meds, or medic-bots. | never realized how
dependent on tech we were until this happened. Would they have killed us all if we surrendered?
The xeno-psychologists didn't think so, but we're talking about aliens. Who knows what they really
think? All we know is they don't value human life very much.

The aid agency we came in with left enough food to cover the camp for the next few months
(poor bastards were climbing back to orbit when the pulse hit), but we feel we should start
making roots. Particularly since all the soldiers inside the compound are packing to go north.

Did you meet any of these refugees who came down the gravity well? A lot of them are from
Earth and are engaged in small-scale farming here. | know you're from Earth too. Have you ever
heard of a place called the Caribbean? They all have funny accents, | can hardly understand half
of them, but they're helping us build towns. Even then, | know we're going to be decimated, and



starve, and there are so few of us to begin with. Right now the only thing we can afford to worry
about is feeding ourselves. | feel like we just stepped back into the stone age.

Hope you get this, hon. We're leaving for one of the fishing villages on the coast near the
mountains. "Brun's Town." | know you'll want to join up with Bradson. He gave me the
coordinates to the MaWi Jung. And maybe if you all succeed, maybe we stand a chance.

No matter what you choose, please return. | miss you.

It was signed Irene. Irene and Stucky, two ancient, anonymous, long-dead ancestors. Old-fathers.
Haidan wondered what had become of them as he looked at the figures scrawled at the bottom.
Coordinatesto the Ma Wi Jung. It had to be aweagpon. An ancient weapon. And even after the
catastrophe his ancestors had thought it would still work.

Thiswas something that could be used againgt the Azteca and the Tetol. Haidan had hinted at this
earlier to Dihana. But she didn't know that he had, in his hands, the location to one of the old-father's
ancient machines. Onethat could help them.

Y es, there were problems. Would it still work? Would they be able to control it? Sometimes machines
were found that still worked, and this machine had been designed to do exactly that. On the second, he
had doubts. It could take months, or years, to control the machine.

Did they have that time? Probably not.

Thislong-dead ancestor had caled the Tetol "diens.” It wasn't the first time Haidan had seen the
Azteca's masters called that. Other documents and | etters collected in the museum used that old term.
Haidan wondered if she made it through the jungle from Batellton to Brungstun, and if shewas one of his
distant relatives.

Ma Wi Jung. The namerolled back in hismind.

If they could get north across the ocean to Starport, Haidan redlized, they could find it, whatever it
was. This could be aussful advantage. If they could manage to get to it and figure out how to useit
before the Azteca broke the city'swalls.

An explosion echoed through the air, and the panes in the porthole windows rattled. Haidan ran from
his study, down the gtairs. The sudden motion made him dizzy, though, and he started coughing. Blood
gpeckled hislips, and he wiped it clear before anyone noticed. A pair of guards stood at the door, their
rifles up and pointed into the street around the open door.

"Bomb?" they suggested in unison.
"It Tolteca? Maybe it were one of the airship shops?”
Haidan looked out at the dark street.

"Aztecaout in Tolteca-town causing trouble," the other mongoose-man said. "They don't like
mongoose-men degping intheir street.”



"No." Haidan shook his head. "We need airship too bad. The Azteca coming know it and telling their
oy toamfor that first." Airships might alow him to see how many Aztecamarched againg them,
arships might allow him to drop bombs on them from the air, or put mongoose-men of his own behind
their lines. Airships might alow them to escape. And damn it, airships might, a bold and dangerous flight
though it might be, allow Haidan to find out what the ancient devicein theicy north was, and whether it
could be used againgt the Azteca. "Get any extramen to guard the airship shop. All day, al night.”

But it might be too late aready. Dihanawould know they needed the airships for defense. She
wouldn't et him send asmall group of them north if airships werein scant supply.

Haidan bit hislip and looked out down the Street toward the harbor.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

To dive degp into the water Jerome followed the Frenchi girl'sdirections. After severd feet hisears hurt,
but by holding his nose and blowing hard, his ears went 'pop," and he could try to dive deeper.

He wanted to try riding the scudder-fish, but everyoneinsisted on showing him how to hold his breath
and drop to the sand in the deep part of the bay. It took amost aday to conquer hisdesirefor air, and
hisfear of letting the water close off over his head.

Jeromedidn't relax until the girl came back up to him and showed him how to breath dowly to ready
himsdlf for the dive, and to let out his breath to sink to the bottom.

"My name Sandy," shesaid. "Y ou Jerome, right?"
"How you know?" Jerome asked, surprised.
"Everyone know you: only one who makeit out Brungstun.”

Jerome turned away from her and bit hislip. Hed been keeping his mind away from those memories
by spending the day splashing about with them. That was what Troy had intended, no doubt. Now he
thought about his mom, and Swagga, and Schmitti . . .

"But | aso remember you from the time when you had visit here with you dad.” Sandy saw that
Jerome didn't want to talk about any of that, so she said, "Why don't you try and dive again?

Jerome nodded. Thewind blew over his ears as he took severa deep breaths, then sank beneath the
water. Theworld fdl quiet, and water bubbled out his nose until his body became heavy enough to fall.

It felt wrong to blow out dl the air in hislungs, but Jerome sank to the bottom. Calm descended on
him as hisfeet and hands kissed the sand. He opened his eyes and could only make out blurry shapes
around him.

Jerome listened to a steady cacophony of croaks and grunts from the ocean's far distance. The heavy
rhythmic sound of the small waves lapping against the beach stirred a him. Even the indistinct voices of
the splashing swvimmers ten feet above him filtered down.

It felt peaceful. Time played tricks with him. It seemed asif only aminute had passed, or along hour.



Okay, he thought, maybe not even aminute. Hislungs burned. Jerome pushed off the sand and svam
to the surface. For abrief moment he could see hisreflection off the underside of the mirrorlike border
between ocean and air, then he broke the surface next to Sandy.

"Good," Sandy said. Jerome smiled. One of the older Frenchi rode the scudder-fish around the bay
with awhoop.

"Could | try and ride he now?" Jerome asked, excited.

But before she could say anything, Troy yeled from the beach that it wastime to comein. When
Jerome stood out of the water, he shivered from the cold wind. He rubbed his waterlogged fingers over
each other.

"Weall looking shrivel-up,” Sandy said. Jerome looked up. Everyone had wrinkled skin from the
hoursin the water.

The gentle pink and orange hues of the sunset glowed in the west, the bands of color peeking over the
Wicked Highs and the foaming waves breaking over thereefs. Aztecawerein that direction. Asif to
confirm this, he noticed asmall peck in the sky over the ocean. An Azteca blimp. Jerome pursed hislips
and turned around. When he faced the beach and walked out, he noticed that the pillars of smoke from
Brungstun were turning toward them with the beginnings of the night wind.

Jerome noticed Troy staring at the blimp in the distance.

With the sghting of the blimp the entire Frenchi community burst into even more action. Jerome was
taken to dressin warmer clothes. When he came down to the main beach in front of Troy's store, he
found that people had gathered around the fishing boats. Again Jerome marveled at everyoneslight skin
color and the red noses some had from the sun. Jerome could get sunburned, but not like that.

Troy, and the old men who always sat in front of his store dapping domino tiles, faced everyone.
Overhead the smoke from Brunstun blotted out the early-evening stars.

"It now or never," an old lady from the crowd said. Everyone looked around them with sad or worried
expressons.

"It just an arship, Harriet,"” ayoung man next to her said.

"Only one now. But just you wait. Soon it go be another. And when they see whereweis, they go
build a boat to comefor we."

Another old lady walked down to the beach. "Harriet right. They dready leave Brungstun to come for
we. We been using one of them looking glass on top of Gaston house to see town.”

The crowd gasped. Jerome wondered if he could use thislooking glass the old lady talked about to
look at Brungstun. Could he see people through it? he wondered.

More Frenchi trickled in. "What you had see?’

"L ook likethey build afew large barges and they's getting ready to pull them with an old steamer that
been up on the docks for repair.”

Jerome fdt faint. It was going to happen. They were coming for him at last. He would die soon.

"Okay." Troy held up ahand. "Then we don't have no choice. The smoke clouds and dark go fuss
with the blimp seeing wherewe go. Tell everyonein they house deeping istime they wake up. We



leaving."

The crowd melted away. One of the old men tapped Troy on his shoulder. "What about the boy?' he
asked, pointing at Jerome.

"He go with the rest of the pickney. He hold he bresth well enough.”

People called out to each other, some went door-to-door waking everyone up. Many aready had
large sacks and bags sitting in their fishing boats. Three families pushed their small fishing boats off the
sand into the water and rowed out of the harbor.

"What going on?" Jerome asked.

"We scattering.”" Troy stood up, hisknees popping. "And some go hide in aplace the Aztecaain't go
find us. | want you to go stand by that boat there." He pointed at ayellow skiff with hand-painted |etters
onitsbow. "Y ou go leave with agroup of pickney-them there."

Jerome nodded, and Troy trotted off. He yelled at severa of the men, wanting to know if anyone else
would go back up to Gaston's house and keep an eye on the Aztecawith the glass. And he wanted to
know how many working guns everyone on Frenchi Idand had.

More boats rowed off into the dark waters. Jerome walked over to the small skiff, wondering what
was going to happen next. If they were going to try to sail away from the Azteca, then they couldn't come
back to the few small idands al the Frenchi lived on. And as Pepper said, they could last amonth like
this What then?

Troy came back, crouched, and looked Jerome straight in the eye. "Now, you go haveto giveahbig
promise, okay?'

llYall
"Y ou can't ever tell no one where we going, or what we go do here."

Jerome swallowed. "Okay."

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Twelve children jumped aboard the skiff. A pair of tired-looking fishermen with legthery skin and
scraggly beards pushed the yellow craft out to sea. Severa of the other skiffs out on the water had been
painted black, but Jerome had the impression that much of this had been planned hastily, so their skiff
remained brightly colored.

The skiff was heavy, the waves lapping into the boat. One of the men handed them apair of caabash
gourdsto bail water with. If an Azteca blimp saw them, Jerome wondered, would they shoot at them?

"Keep bailing water." The sails remained packed away on the floor, tied tight with hemp ropes. The
men sat side by side and pulled on the long wooden oars. The bow jumped and dipped into the water,
and they pulled out from Frenchi Idand into the reefs.

"One, two .. ."



"Tree, f0." The fisherman on the right had amuch heavier accent than his companion. Jerome's
companions sat on the floorboards, wrapped in blankets but already getting soaked. They looked tired.
And scared.

"One, two .. ."

"Tree, f0." Jeromelaid his head againgt the side of the boat and watched the Frenchi fisherman'sarms
flex. The two pegs holding the oarsin place creaked with each stroke.

A smadl figure wrapped in a patched-up blanket crawled underneath the seat between the fisherman's
legs and shuffled back to St next to Jerome. It was Sandy. She pulled the blanket around her tight.

"Y ou know where we going?' she asked. He shrugged. Sandy leaned closer to him and pointed over
the edge of the boat at atal rock idand that had once splintered off of the mainland. There were severa
other smdler onesaround it.

Even from severd milesaway Jerome could see the sud-den random explosions of white spray
shooting up into the air as the ocean dashed itsalf against the sharp rocks scattered around the miniature
idands

"Y ou can't land any boat there," Jerome said. "That mad.”
"It go bedl right,” Sandy said. "It okay if | St here?’

Jerome looked around. "Um, yeah, sure, | guess.” She smiled abit and pushed her face down into her
blanket. Jerome stared at the water that doshed out of the floorboards and wet his bare feet.

An entire herd of scudder-fish paced the skiff asthey got closer. They swam fast circles around the tiny
craft, swooping just under the hull and lying on their sidesto look upward at the sides of the boat.

Jerome stood up with asmile. A set of waves boomed against nearby rocks and took it right away.
He could barely seetherocksin the dark night, but he could sense how close they were.

Not even haf amile away the water foamed and hissed, defeated for the moment. The ocean lay silent
after the loud explosion of water and spray, the constant draining sound overpowering the area as water
rushed off therocks and crevicesto return to the ocean.

"We here" Sandy said. The men shipped the oars. The skiff bounced in the chop reflected back at
them as another series of waves passed them and dashed themsalves against the immovable rock faces.

Children began dipping into the aily, dark weter.

"Y ou remember al that we had teach you today?' Sandy asked over the sound of the surf. Jerome
nodded, holding on to therail to balance. "It al for areason. Troy had want you to come with us."

"But where?' Jerome snapped. The scudder-fish surrounded the boat, jostling against its side.

"Down deep there are cave we can hide in." Sandy dropped the blanket to the floor of the boat and
jumped over therail. The splash wet Jerome. "Comein." She waved, nothing more than asmall, pale
blob in the black night ocean. Jerome could see stars reflected off random smooth patches of water the
skiff created with itsrudder.

Jerome swallowed. What was the alternative? he wondered. Go back and face the Azteca? What
could he do there? He jumped in.

The cold water dapped hisface. A scudder-fish pushed past him. Jerome's fingers ran over the



smooth skin until he caught one of itstwo finsand he lurched forward. When he looked back, he saw the
two fishermen jump out into the water.

"They go let the boat hit the rock. That way the Aztecago think we dl dead trying to escape,” Sandy
yelled.

Jerome's scudder-fish surged forward toward the rocks. He held on, looking from sideto sideto
reassure himsdlf that everyone el se followed next to him, that he wouldn't be dragged to drown against
the rocks. Asthe next wave rose, the scudder-fish sped up over the small rising cregt, flailing itstwo tails,
and for afew secondsthey surfed down the front of the wave. Then it passed from underneath them.

The waves grew bigger. A random wavelet smacked Jerome on his side, amost knocking him off. The
water around them boiled, and the smashing waves made noise loud enough to pound Jerome's chest.
When Jerome dared to Sit up and look forward, he could see the details on the jagged spires of worn
rock just ahead. QuicksIver rivulets of water dribbled down through their nooks and crannies, reflecting
the moon.

"Hold you bresth," someone yelled, as awave cut Jerome off from the rest of the group. Jerome did
as he had been taught earlier in the day. He took several deep breaths, and then onelast fina one. The
scudder-fish, sensing his readiness, plunged under the water.

At first he almost panicked as the darkness closed over his head. He could fed the powerful thud of
waves, but now the world around him existed only asfar as he could reach out with hisfingers. The
scudder-fish stroked downward and Jerome's ears stabbed him with pain. He held his nose and blew
them out.

But once wasn't enough. They moved downward so quickly he kept hisleft hand gripped to hisnose
and blew to keep the pressure off. The water grew colder and colder.

How long would this take? The need to bresthe again hit him hard. The burning in hislungsfet odd in
the cold water.

The scudder-fish banked; Jerome could fed the change in the water over his skin. He closed hiseyes
and leaned between the fins. Don't think about breathing. Focus. He felt everything dow downto a
pinprick, just as he had on the bottom of the bay.

Cdam.

It only worked for another few seconds. The burning in hislungs returned and Jerome blew bubbles.
That helped some, but then soon Jerome had nothing left to blow. | go die, he thought. Right on the back
of thisanima. But Jerome realized he didn't want to die. He gripped the fins of the scudder-fish. Pepper
was right. One could only focus on the moment, on living then and there.

Jerome focused as hard as he could, pushing back until he felt the sharp edge of blackness descend on
him anyway and his grip loosened.

The scudder-fish veered upward.

They brokeinto air with a spectacular crash. The moment Jeromefdt it prickle againgt hisskin, he
opened his mouth and sucked as much air as he could.

He hung on, panting, as the scudder-fish pulled him toward sand. Strong hands picked him up, and
Jerome could see brass gadights flickering along the side of alarge cavern. Children and scudder-fish
popped up behind him, everyone gasping for air.

Blankets and hot fish soup waited for them. Asthey huddled around thefire, matted hair and forlorn



faces hdf-lit, Jerome redized that somewhere above him, miles out on Frenchi Idand, the adultswere
going to fight the Azteca. More people would dieto protect hislife.

Hewanted to live, he thought, staring at the middie of thefire. He knew thisfor sure.

Hewould avenge them. Hisfriends, his mother, his dad. They might be dead, but he could hurt the
Azteca back. Somewhere. Somehow.

But hewould live, that was for sure.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Dihanalooked up with bleary eyes at Haidan as the office door opened. "Evening.” She pulled her head
off the desk. "Getting deep.”

"Y ou put this one off long enough,” Haidan said.

"l know." Timeto gird herself to face an old set of fears. Her hands trembled a bit as she smoothed
her jacket, tucked in the blouse, and straightened the long skirt. The Loa had come up from itstempleto
see her. Usudly they skulked in their temple basements scattered throughout Capitol City, making people
come to them. No matter what happened tonight, at least she'd forced one of them to cometo her. That
gave her asmdl measure of confidence. "Let'sdo it.”

They liked the dark, that she knew. The conference room had been buttoned shut yesterday. The
corridors had been modified. Heavy carpeting hung near dl the windows and along thewalls.

It suffocated her just to walk into here.
Whedls squeaked down toward the conference door, followed by footsteps.

The door opened. Mother Elene pushed awhedlchair in. The Loainside lolled between the wicker
webbing, the large globe of its head held in place by abrace. Just under the papery-thin skin of the Loa's
head, Dihana saw soft cracksin the skull plates. Every year aLoas head grew larger, and the skull split
and grew aside to accommodate.

"Mother Elene." Dihanastood. "It is good of you to come.”

It had no legs, Dihananoticed. Pae, pasty flesh sagged in bags under the arms. It fumbled a piece of
diced apple toward its toothless mouth and chewed listlesdy.

"Good you findly tak," Mother Elene said. "Though we know we last on you lig."
"Will you sit?" Haidan asked.
"l go stand here by Gidi Fatra,” Mother Elenesad. "l trandate.”

"We are hoping for help defending the city,” Dihana said. " The mongoose-men are good, but there are
too few of them. We have wegpons, and airships, and sseam cars. . ."

Mother Eleneraised her hand. Dihana stopped. The Loahissed. The wicker under its pasty bulk
squesked.



"Gidi Fatra, asdl Loado, think you walk the wrong path." The Loasirained to moveitsdf, bleary
eyes scanning the room with jerks of itsfleshy eydids. "Fatrasay we can't hold the city walls."

"Y ou want the Tetal to rule us here?' Dihana snapped.

Haidan turned in his chair, amovement she caught from the corner of her eye. Dihanaignored the
gentle warning while Mother Elene ligened to the Loa.

"Weain't saying weaint go help.”
"What you offering?' Haidan asked, putting his elbows on the table.

"With only you men,” Mother Elenetrandated, "it don'tlook . . . likely, that we go win awar. Not
after welose Mafolie Pass™

"We can hold them outside the city walls," Dihanasaid.

The Loaheaved itsdlf to face her, eyes narrowing. Sherealized it could understand her. It hissed at
her, spittle drooling down off its lower lip.

Mother Elene trandated. "Maybe it won't take afew week them, maybe it go take many year, but
without Mafolie Pass them Azteca can take dl the time they need.”

Haidan raised hisarms and folded them. "Maybe. Or maybe there afew trick up we deeve ill."
The Loa snorted. Then it looked at Haidan.

"Over thelast day or 0," Mother Elene said to Haidan, "you men been buying up fur, can food, and
talking to any men who been far north or up the mountain whereit cold. Y ou planning atrip north."

Haidan folded hisarms. "I planning something. But not north. Why | go upset the Loa by trying for
another north trip? Besides, | need al thefighting men here, not there.”

Dihanaglanced at him again. Haidan betrayed nothing but calmness. He kept his gaze on the Loa
"You an't fool we," Mother Elenesaid.

"The generd isaman of hisword," Dihanasaid.

Mother Elene smiled. "Y ou go need we help to go north. Y ou don't have no ideawhat up there."

Haidan leaned forward. "Y ou saying the Loawant help we go north? They change they mind after all
these years?'

Mother Elene put her hands on her hips. "Loaaways got al of we best interest in mind. Always been,
adwaysgo be"

To Dihanas surprise, Haidan leaned back and laughed. He shook hislocks. " So what exactly up north
for the Loathen?'

"Gidi Fatra, and al the rest of he order, support this thing you planning. They want update every day
about it, and more regular talk with you about they place in the city. We go talk further about what we go
help you with later.”

"Y ou didn't answer the generd's question,” Dihanasaid. "What do you think is up in the north that
bringsthis change?'

Mother Elenelooked to the Loa, but it hissed nothing back at her.



"Y ou have our cooperation now," Mother Elene said. "Information go be shared later."

It was, Dihanafelt, as good a gtart as any, and she let the matter drop with aquick glance at Haidan.
He spread hisarms and shrugged.

"That'sit?" Dihanaasked.
"For now. That isenough.”

"Okay." Dihanalooked at Haidan. "There have been attacks. Would you like mongoose-men
stationed anywhere?' Haidan coughed, disapproving her offer, and she continued, "For protection of the
Loa? They are vulnerable without armed men to protect them.”

"No," Mother Elene said. "That been thought out aready. None of the Loa below the street temples.
They hiding good. Contact the priestess them, and the Loawill hear what you say."

"Y ou don't trust us with your location? Not even if we gave our word to keep the location secret?’

"Y our word?' Mother Elene asked. "Not yet." She walked back to the wicker chair, turned it around
toward the door, and wheeled the L oa out of the conference room. She closed the door behind her
carefully soit didn't catch her long, purple skirt.

"Interesting,” Haidan said.

Dihanawondered what they had gained here. An order from the Loa? She wasn't her father. They
weren't even going to hep with the fighting. Frustrating.

"This manuscript you have," Dihanasaid. "1 want acopy. If the Loa are after the same thing, | want to
know everything | can."

"I go send you acopy, but | told you everything. It amachine. That al | know."

Dihanareached out and grabbed hisforearm. "But | don't think we can afford taking away any airship
just for the Loato go north. We need them when we start fighting.”

They couldn't afford another northern trip. The previous ones, athough by ship, not airship, had not
been successes. No, they would have to wait until they knew what future, if any, Capitol City had.

"Y ou canceling this because we can't afford it? Or isit just that you refuse to do anything the Loa
sy?"

Dihana held nothing back. ™Y ou might be right about that, but how can we be sure we know what Loa
want of us? What are they trying to do?"

"Survive," Haidan said. "When Azteca coming, that is about dl you can do. If they holding back, is
because we dl building trust. But we need them. Most of this city worship them, you can't toss that
adde”

True, Dihanathought. But a bad taste lingered fill.

In Capitol City, Hindis prayed &t their shrines, and Mudims prayed at night toward a constellation they

said held Mecca. The Holy Christian Church had churches. In the bush, wary with hunter's expertise, the
normaly peaceful Rastafarians honed warriors with the skills that kept Nanagada safe.

But no reigion held as many followersin Nanagada as V odun, for any believer had only towak to a
church to find the Loa, pale and malformed, giving their scratchy propheciesin aholy tongue only the
Mothers could trand ate.



Haidan wasright. Though she would find out what the L oa thought was up north. And wanted. But
now it wastimeto talk to Haidan about housing more people in Capitol City, about whereto get the
money to build defenses around the walls, and how to dow the Azteca down when they arrived.

He asked her if he could put more mongoose-men out in the streets with the ragamuffins, patrolling for
trouble. The streets had become dangerous. He had street corners, warehouses, and posts already
planned.

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

The deeper car rocked along toward Capitol City at the end of ten other smilar square stedl cars under
the swept column of black smoke pouring from the grimy engine's stack. In the dark, boxy confinestired
bodies hunched aong the drop-down deepers. Dusty streams of early-morning light flicked in through the
closed windows, strobing the inside of the car with sudden glimpses of the weary occupants.

Some were mongoose-men making their way to Capitol City. The rest were weary mothers and
children, their possessions in packs around their feet. Some whispered that afew peoplein this car were
from Brewer's Village, and that Anandale would fal within the week yet. Three days of serviceremained
before the trains withdrew and the northern tracks were destroyed behind them by the mongoose-men.
The train was crammed with people fleeing up the northern coast toward the city.

Oaxyctl sat on the hard bench seat, looking at John deBrun's hook hanging loose from the bunk above
him. It moved in rhythm with the sway of the car over the tracks. With each clack Oaxyctl counted off
the increasing miles between the advancing Azteca and himself. The farther they got, the more he could
relax.

They'd comefar in few days. Oaxyctl pushing through forest with no carefor leaving tracksin his hurry
to keep in front of any Azteca. John kept up with him. Both mute, hardly able to talk when pushing
through the jungle, wary and nervous, dert for any strange sound, they kept on until they found the tracks
and followed them to a station.

Oaxyctl's skin itched from sticky leaves, his eyes burned, and he was hungry, but &t least helived. And
had his prize. In Capitol City Oaxyctl would find some quimichtin contacts posing as Toltecaand get the
tools he wanted for thisgridy task of pulling the information he wanted from John. They might even find
him a soundproofed room.

He had the time, now, to do everything right. The way the god wanted. Oaxyctl relaxed. It will turn out
okay, hetold himsdif.

Or unlucky, he thought.

Best not to think about that. Oaxyctl stared at atriangular tear in the upholstery while John snored in
the bunk overhead.

Oaxyctl had never been to Capitol City. He sat by the window, craning his head. The walls stood higher
than thetalest sacrificid pyramidsin Tenochtitlanome.



Mothers stirred children awake, telling them they had arrived. People shoved beds back up into the
walls and moved their belongings out from under the seets.

"Thiswe home now, Ma?' aboy severa seats over asked.
"Just for awhile, swestie. Just for awhile”

Next to Oaxyctl, John looked over at one of the other trains pardle to them, moving dowly out of one
of the tunnelsinto Capitol City. Great spikes and mounds of dirt menaced the train from either sde of the
tracks. Defensive measures, earthworks. Oaxyctl counted ten roads leading out of the city along with the
northern and southern tracks. Now he understood why it was said that al roads this side of the Wicked
Highsled to Capital City.

"WEelIl need to find aplace to say," Oaxyctl murmured. "I have some money with mein my pack, but
not much."

"Y ou work for the mongoose-men,” John said. "1 heard someonein this car saying theré's temporary
lodging for them dl around the city.”

"Yes." Oaxyctl smiled. "But after dl that timein thejungle, it would be nice to find a better room. It
would be quieter.”

"Okay." John extended his good hand. "I owe you my life. | don't know how to thank you enough.”
Thetrain dowed. "I have no money to help or repay you with. I'm going to join the mongoose-men and
fight, though. Hopefully al the way back to Brungstun.” John grimaced. "I hope we meet again. And that
| can return the favor.”

"Room with me," Oaxyctl suggested. If not, hedd have to hunt John down again later tonight.
"l was hoping to look up somefriends. . ."

Friends? Thelast thing Oaxyctl needed was John'sfriends. "l ingst." Oaxyctl fidgeted with acorner of
hisshirt. "At least thisfirst night. Weve only just arrived. Y ou'll have somewhere to clean up and come
back toif you can't find your friends. I'll go down to a mongoose station tomorrow. If you comewith me,
we can sign you up then.” Then, Oaxyctl thought, he could tie John up in the room and get started on this.

The train chuffed to astop ingde the tunnel by the platform. John stood up, along with al the other
passengers. "If it'sno trouble?"

"It'sno problem at al," Oaxyctl said, and picked up his pack.

Oaxyctl found himsdlf bewildered. People of al skin shades wearing bright clothes packed the streets.
Their various accents echoed off the sides of thetall rock by their sde.

"If | remember,” John said, "there are rooms over into the middle abit more towards the harbor. Near
Tolteca-town. Chegper.”

Tolteca. The closer to Toltecathe better. "Yes, let'stry that,” Oaxyctl said, as boxy wooden vehicles
Zipped quietly aong the street next to him. Donkeys laden with baskets plodded aong the sides of the
streets, their bored eyes fixated on the ground. Crowds of people and goods shoved and trickled toward
the streets.

Oaxyctl held hisatlatl at his sde asthey walked on, spears strapped in atight bundle with cord. Two
men with muddied feet leading a brown donkey away from one of the train's carslooked him over and
frowned. He nodded back at them, but they refused to meet his eyes.



A lady with awicker basket of clothes on her head spat at the ground when she saw him. Something
blesk and angry hung in the air. He looked around, surrounded on al sides, and felt unprotected, unsafe.
John walked ahead, oblivious. Oaxyctl hurried forward.

A rock struck the side of his head hard enough to blur hisvision. Oaxyctl staggered.

Five men, previoudy inspecting fruit on atable, walked forward and surrounded him. "Where you
going, Tacaman?'

Oaxyctl stood hisground and itched to let adart fly. "I'm a mongoose-man. Strike again, and you will
have aproblem.”

"QOur only problem you," they said. " Get back on the other Sde of the mountain and leave we all
done"

Oaxyctl walked forward. They didn't spread apart. When Oaxyctl stepped between them, they threw
their shouldersforward to stop him. The young man on the left punched Oaxyctl in the belly. Oaxyctl
crumpled. Severd lightning-quick kicks and punches disoriented him.

He hunched over hisatlatl darts and yanked one from the bundle.

"Hey!" John yelled as he turned back around. The group paused, unsure who he was. John walked
forward. In asingle motion he raised his hook and snaked it around the nearest man's neck, the point
resting just ahair away from the man's Adam's apple.

"Whet this?" the young man asked. He kept his hands out in front of him and shifted from foot to foot.

"My hook," John said, "on your neck. This man you're beating is amongoose-man. He spends most of
histime out in the bush protecting you from the Azteca.”

"Finejob hedoing," someoneydled from the road.

"Shut up,” John yelled. He pointed at the four other men. "Hit that man again, | cut your throats. He
saved my life. Let him go. Now."

They swore and let Oaxyctl go. He stood up. "Thank you." Oaxyctl gasped for air. "Let'sgo." He
replaced the dart, glad not to have to kill anyone in such apublic place.

John removed his hook. The men walked off, cursing and swaggering asif they'd achieved something.
"Hey." A mongoose-man waked toward them. "Hey, you."
Oaxyctl and John both stopped. "I'm sorry," Oaxyctl sad. "We—"

"It okay," the mongoose-man said. "'l hear you say you was amongoose-man. | here giving directions
to al the mongoose fresh off thetrain. Y ou have proof?"

Oaxyctl pulled his shirtdeeve up. A blue-green caricature of amongoose, the long, thin mythical anima
that hunted snakes, coiled around hisarm. It was new, and gtill angry bright on his skin.

The mongoose-man looked suspicious. "It abit new."

John stepped in. "That man saved my life. Heisnot aspy. Trust me.”
"Andyouis?'

"John deBrun. Maybe you al remember from the—"



"Northland expedition!" The mongoose-man clapped John on the shoulder. Y esh, man, | remember
you."

Oaxyctl relaxed.

"Okay," the mongoose-man said. "Y ou can clear that up tomorrow." He pulled out asmdl rectangle of
gtiff paper, which had hissignature on it. "This scrip for aroom in the city tonight. Temporary. Address
for the nearest command station on the back. Wait till next morning before reporting in," the
mongoose-man advised. "They getting full trying to process everybody dready.”

Oaxyctl took the parchment. "Thank you."

The mongoose-man nodded and |ooked down the street at the backs of the band of men who'd taken
after Oaxyctl.

"Least | can do. We been ordered to hand them out to any returning mongoose-man we mest."

John took the piece of paper and looked at it. Wind swirled up street dust and fluttered the edges. "I
know wherethisis." Helooked around the Street. "Buit let's take aless conspicuous route.”

Oaxyctl agreed.

The entry to their room wasin the alleyway. Laundry hung overhead in theair, out to dry. A pair of
women argued from their windows abouit clothedines.

Inside, Oaxyctl limped over to lie down on the datted bed while John washed hisfacein thetiny
washroom. The sound of trickling water made Oaxyctl thirsty.

"It'stense here," John said. "I've never known anyone to assault someone on the street like that.”

"What do you expect?' Oaxyctl |looked up at the paint pegling on the celling. His stomach hurt. And
hislower back. HEd be pissing blood tonight. He touched hisjaw and sucked histeeth. "They know
Aztecacoming. | look Azteca. Everyoneis stressed.”

What could he have done? Killed the men right there on the street? It would have screwed the entire
thing up. Ragamuffins would havejalled him, and the loca mongoose commanders would have done the
same. No, held chosen the right course of action. Any longer, though, and he would have had to fight
from sheer desiretolive.

He couldn't stand up without pain.
He would have to take care of John now.

Now? He wondered if he could quickly subdue the wiry man. Oaxyctl had noted how quickly John
had wrapped his hook around that boy's throat. In this much pain thanks to the beating, Oaxyctl wasn't
sureif he could avoid that hook at close quarters.

"That doesn't makeit right." John sat down on asmall chair by the bed. "Y ou and the Tolteca here
have just asmuch to lose"

"Or more." The Toltecawere the worst form of traitors. They would die dowly when the Aztecaarmy
came over thewalls. Oaxyctl sat up and untied the bundle of atlatl darts. It rolled open, and he put his
hand on one.

John stood back up. Oaxyctl watched his motions. Strong, determined. If he waited until John took off



the hook, or fell adeep, held have a better chance. Oaxyctl was weak right now.
John leaned over and tightened his bootlaces.

"Where are you going?' Oaxyctl asked. John paused and stared at him. Oaxyctl swallowed. He had to
be careful about the tone of hisvoice. "I'm sorry, I'm hungry, but wasn't sureif | wanted to go out on my
own." Oaxyctl opened his pack by the corner of the bed and fished out silver coinswith the Triangle
Tracks emblem stamped on the front.

"I have afriend out by the harbor. | want to seeif he's till there." John caught the coins Oaxyctl tossed
a him."I'll bring something back. But it might beawhile.”

"Okay." Oaxyctl kept hisface straight. John seeing afriend. Not good. John seemed well-known
around here. Someone was bound to come looking for him after afew days of silenceif they knew he
wasin the city. But it gave Oaxyctl timeto go find the things he needed from the spiesin the city, and
then rest when he got back.

A bead of sweet ran down the side of Oaxyctl's face. John had gone out of hisway to save Oaxyctl
on the street. He wondered what it would be like to face John when the man redlized what Oaxyctl redlly
was.

But such wasliving for the gods. He dare not disobey. There were worse things than death. The sun
had to rise every morning, the crops needed to grow. And it was blood that gave al these nourishment.

Thewar gods proclaimed the Azteca to be the fiercest human warriorsin al of time. The gods hed
chosen to bring the Aztecainto thisworld to capture prisonersfor sacrifice. Thusthe world remained
fertile

Sometimes doubt surfaced in Oaxyctl's head. He saw the heathen Nanagadans and dl their varying
religions on this sde of the mountains, and their crops grew well without any blood sacrifices.

But the Nanagadans would fall soon. The Azteca could not be stopped. The godswould rule
everything. So doubt didn't matter. It would be over soon, and Oaxyctl could livein acity and put this
behind him. Far behind him.

Oaxyctl watched John step out through the doorframe. John's hook glinted in the light outside, and
then the door dammed shut, shaking dust loose into the air. Oaxyctl waited for thetiny swirling particles
to settle before he stood up.

Hetook hisatlatl with him and kept to the darkest dleys, where the people who would harass him
could bekilled with minimd effort, and few would notice.

It fill hurt to walk, though.

CHAPTER THIRTY

People waking toward John avoided his eyes and brushed past. Mongoose-men patrolled the street
corners, rifles dung under their arms. He stopped in front of afamily sitting around afire by the side of
the street, orienting himself. The man at front looked out over the street with ablank stare.



A cold wind camein over the walls from the sea. John tasted brine and pulled his shirt around him
tighter. Helooked back at the family and saw the father quickly hide aknife under arag and the daughter
glancing up the street, keeping an eye on the mongoose-men.

"Babylon come soon for oppresswe," aZionist yelled from a street corner, standing on asmall box
that strained under his bare feet. As John walked closer, he preached toward John. "Himsalf sireaming
over the mountain. We have fal, and now we go suffer bondage in adifferent land. God help we, we
havefdl."

An explosion rocked the air. John ducked and shielded his head. Shocked, John looked around. The
Zionigt, hislong locks swaying, did the same. He pointed at the sky, east: athin gray trail of smoke curled
over the buildings.

"Aztecaspy,” the Zionist spat. "Already here, anong al of we."

The two mongoose-men on the Street corner conferred briefly, then one walked over to the small
electric parked by them and drove off toward the smoke. The Zionist stepped off the box. He pulled on
adirty pair of sandaslying on the ground behind the box and laced them up and eyed John. "Don't ook
too safe on these street anymore.” He took his box with him as he walked off down the street.

Maybe getting back inside was safer. John didn't even know if Haidan still owned the old house heldd
purchased just before John had |eft to return to Brungstun. But it was worth at least checking. John didn't
want to put Oaxyctl through any more trouble.

He reoriented himsdf toward the harbor.

A pair of mongoose-men patted John down, checking for weapons, before allowing him down the street.
Another pair stood at the small two-story house. They released the safeties on their rifles and stepped
forward. "What you need here?"

"I'm looking to talk to Edward," John said.

"Who?'

"Edward Haidan."

The mongoose-men looked at each other. "Who you is and why you want talk to General Haidan?"
"My nameis John deBrun. I'm an old friend. From Brungstun.”

The mongoose-man on the left nodded. "Hold up a second.” He dipped through the door.

John waited. Voicesinside conferred. A tired face |looked around the door. Despite the silver locks,
John recognized Edward. The door swung clear open.

"John deBrun!"
"Mr. Haidan." John laughed. "Been awhile.

"| give up on anyone ever caling me Edward again these day." Haidan laughed. "My God, John. |
can't believe you here."

John raised hishook in front of his chest and smiled. Haidan grabbed it and pulled John forward past
the doorframe into ahug. Haidan felt likeasmall child, bony and thin, when John hugged back. He had
to be careful not to impae hisold friend.



Haidan gave John alook over. "Y ou don't ook so good, man. How you get out Brungstun? | hear you
marry and have you akid. She name Shanta, right? Y ou al come by road?

John looked down at the doorstep. Haidan caught the motion and understood. Exuberance dried up;
he reached out with an arm and touched John's shoulder. "Come in?"

John nodded. "Please.”

Two mongoose-men stood by the door. Muscled, wearing coverdls, they also had daggers strapped to
their sides. They put down the guns they had aimed through two peepholes. John had stood haf afoot
from the muzzles of tworifles.

"More guards?' John looked around. The foyer held old wooden chairs, and bookshelves on every
wall. Corroded pieces of metd lined the shelves aong with the books, trinkets and artifacts from below
the waves.

"So far the bombs that been set off been in airship and gun factory them. Maybe the next onefor me.”
"Aztecaspies?'

"Who else" Haidan said. "Azteca here, pretending to be Tolteca. Y ou think, after living with the fear
of death for so many years, living here would bresk them free. No. Still spy, still Azteca" He waked
down the foyer and up to acramped set of stairsto his study. He paused on the second step, hand on
thevarnishedrail.

"l haven't esten yet today," he said, asif suddenly redizing thefact. "Are you hungry?'
John shook his head.

"Okay." Haidan continued up the stairs as he yelled out to the guards. "A little bush teaand hops
bread could be good, you know?'

There was along pause. "They do that?' John asked.
"'Sometime being the man running everything ain't bad," Haidan said.

John smiled. On the second floor the wooden rail looked over the foyer and main door. One
mongoose-man stood with hisarmsfolded by the door, the other off in the kitchen rustling around in
cupboards.

Inside the study John sat down in afaded leather chair. ™Y ou're the man in charge of it dl now, then?”

Haidan sighed. "For dl the good it doing, yeah." He sat catty-cornered to John. Again, towering
bookshelves covered the wals around them. A small ladder had been shoved against the wall. John
reglized that, except for the bookshelves, the study felt like aship's cabin: small, cramped, utilitarian.
Varnished wood everywhere.

"Don't beat yourself up. What's coming over the mountain, that's hellacious. We both know it."

"Yeah." Haidan rubbed red eyes, hislack of deep obviousto John. "But that why | should have been
working harder on defense. | spend me resourceswrong. Weal paying now."

"Weall did what we could,” John said. "What do you havein store?"

"Big airship-them. Steam car with armor. Some other thing the prime minister and | cook up. Thing
that could messthe Aztecaarmy up something serious asthey move towards the city.”



The sun blinded John through a pair of large portholesin the back of the study. He could seethe
breakwall of Capitol Harbor spanning the lower lips of the brassrings. I want to join the
mongoose-men.” John leaned closer toward Haidan. "'l want to fight.”

Haidan amiled. "I don't want recruit you as a mongoose-man, John."

"You know | canfight." John grabbed the stedl curve of his hook. "I've hacked my way through alot
of junglejust to makeit here. I've seen the Azteca close up. | know what thisis going to be like."

"l don't want you on the ground, John. But now | know you here, | got something | want for you
consider. We got thisairship expedition plan. We going north again, but quicker, safer, and by air.”

John looked at Haidan. "North?' The chair hisfriend sat in dwarfed him, holding him in folds of soft
leather and sturdy planking, built into thewall. "By airship?'

"Maybe." Haidan said. "A lot of problem with dl thisyet. Prime minister not with meonit yet. | ill got
me a backup plan, though." He waved at the window. John wasn't sure what he was getting at. "Maybe it
get use that way, maybe not. Either way, | have something for you consider soon, so just hold on and
wait, okay, John?' Haidan leaned forward with acough. "But thisall a change of subject, John. You just
get in from Brungstun. Y ou need time ret, you know that. How you managing?'

Haidan's eyes locked on John. John looked down at the dusty floorboards to avoid the intense gaze.
"Therewas nothing | could do, Man. Nothing." He put his hand to hisforehead. "I'm tired. Redl tired.
And | want someone to pay. | want to join the mongoose-men. | want to go back down with weapons. |
want to fight." John raised his head. "And you're tdling me to wait, you have something e seinmind.”

"What good you fighting onland? Y ou asailor." Haidan folded hislegs up into the chair. "'l know
where | could useyou.”

"No."
"Come, John."

"I'm not going on the airship with you. I'm not going north again." John held up his hook. "I've dready
paid my priceto the cold. Plus, my wife and child won't be saved by going north.”

That was the most important part. He dready felt ashamed for staying aive, for running through jungle
away from the Azteca. He told himsdlf the whole way it was regrouping, living to fight another day. And
yet, the fed of the eagle stone on his back, the helplessness of being unable to even struggle free, had
pushed him to run just as hard.

Hadan sighed. "I think it over. John?"
"Yes"
"Tdl mewhat hagppen.”

John took a deep breath and leaned back into his chair. He gripped the large flat arms, the surface
rough under the tender part of hisforearms.

He was hdfway through recounting hisjourney to the city when amongoose-men interrupted. John
was glad to stop.

"They herefor you," thelarge guard said.
John wiped hiseyes dry and cleared histhroat.



"l goto go." Haidan cleared histhroat and dabbed at hislipswith adirty brown handkerchief. "Time
for we step up more serious preparation with invasion coming. The Azteca about five days out from
Anandae now. Then it go be Grammalton, and then they start taking Triangle Tracks towns and moving
much quicker, even though we getting ready to break up track. So we need more weaponry and people
now. Sorry we can't continue."

IIYHLII
They stood up. Haidan grabbed John's good hand. "Where you staying?'

John told him. Haidan nodded. John knew that he would not forget the address, Haidan's mind was a
locked cage. Nothing escaped it.

"And how you money?"' Haidan asked. When John shook his head, Haidan dug into his pockets and
pulled out apouch of coins. "Takeit al. You at least need lunch, en?1 go try comevist assoon as| get
you something. I go find something for you. | promise.” Haidan clasped John's shoulder. "I know
everything crazy. But it till good to see you. | go cometo see you when | done. | want talk to you some
more. Hear?'

"Y es. Thank you. For everything."
"Old friend, John. No problem at al.”

The guard accompanied them down the stairs and out the doors. An electric waited for Haidan. He
jumped in and took off.

The pair of guards by the door stood with John. He turned and asked them for directionsto the
nearest market.

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Capitol City stank of everything to Pepper. Fruit in the stdls, fear in the sweat of the people waking
down Main Street, heading for market. He could smell the fresh sdt of the Northern Seacoming in over
the rooftops, afine mist that settled on his coat, and that had to be brushed off like flakes of dander when
it dried.

The smdls built up, and Pepper stood till. He let the hems of his new leather trench coat, traded for
Aztecagold in one of the towns along the coastal road, flow in the breeze. People avoided him, asecond
inginct. They looked at him sideways, or from adistance.

John deBrun, where you is? Pepper wondered, the accent of his degpest thoughts much like the voices
around him. The ancestry was the same.

No traces of John. Did he pass John and his companion at some point and get to Capitol City first?
He'd roamed dl over the city for the past two nights. Maybe. John would be dower in the jungle than
Pepper. Pepper was made for the kind of situation, John less so.

But something el se got Pepper's atention: Teotl. And Loa. Alien scents so very similar to each other.
Right at the corner of Fifth Street and Main.

Pepper followed the faint traces, zigging and zagging to pick it back up where it had been trampled out



by dirty shoes, manure, or dirty water.

Thetrall led dl theway to Capitol Harbor. A small fleet of sailing vessdls lay at anchor. Many more
were tied up aong the lower stepped piers. Pepper got on his hands and knees and followed the smells
to the edge of the pier. The pier itsdf ran dong the amost circular harbor. Only the arch leading out to
sea prevented it from making a perfect circle. Tentsfluttered in thewind, shelters hastily erected by the
press of refugeesfleeing into the city. All the buildings and farms that stretched out around Capitol City
had been emptied and razed, the crops harvested and put into city storage, and the land burned. It
looked asif the gpocaypse had dready visited theland and | eft it blackened and flat.

Whoever led the city defenses planned well. There was nowhere for the Aztecato hide within striking
distance of the city. Trencheswere being dug, no doubt to be lined with stakes or explosives and other
surprises. Pepper froze, shook his head, and waited.

The point of aknife dug into his back. "Give me your coat."

Pepper looked down at the water and the edge of the pier, ignoring the person behind him. A streak
of clear ooze stained thelip.

Something had been out hunting.
Pepper smiled. What he wanted now wasto find out what a Teotl was doing here in Capitol City.
Hopefully not hunting the same thing Pepper was hunting.

And thefact that a Teotl had snuck itsef into the city intrigued him. It must have sailed dl the way to
the Northern Sea and then snuck in. How? Submarine?

Pepper spun around, grabbed the knife, and held his attacker by the throat. The gaunt man held
Pepper'swrists and gasped for breath. Hisring finger had amark on it. A wedding band, gone. Pawned?

"Please," the man pleaded. "Mewife, thewind chills her in we boat. Me landlord kick me out.
Mongoose-men live there now. What else | go do?"

Pepper ooked down at the fish-scaling knifein his hand, then let go of the man. He dug into a pocket
and threw gold coins at the man's chest. "I'll keep the knife." Pepper backed away to the edge of the
pier. "Consder it abargain. Leave." The desperate fisherman nodded and ran back toward the tents.

There were spaces between the great dabs of stone that made the pier. Pepper dipped hisfingers
between them and flexed, then dropped hislegs from their hold on the edge until he hung underneath the
pier.

Sowly, deliberately, Pepper moved between the forest of pillars. If Teotl could grow submarines
again, they might be growing bigger, more dangerous things. Then again, it was only one submarine and
one Teatl. If afleet had been grown and manned by Teotl, Capitol City would be dripping blood back
through these sewers.

A submarine, thought Pepper, might comein handy. The Ma Wi Jung was buried in the north
continent. If and when he caught up to John deBrun, he needed away to get there.

Time to see what went on underneath these piers.



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Smells of sdtfish stew and fresh bread filled the air. The sun hung dead over the market, beating down
through the heavy, thick air and warming the skin. A vendor poured abowl full of sdtfish stew from an
iron pot hanging over asmal wood fire. John handed over too many coins and took the small wooden
bowl from the vendor. He walked over to the nearest wall at the corner of the market and held the bowl

up and sipped.
Sdty, nasty fishin awatery broth.
Thesmdl hit him.
Home.
Shanta.

Someone jostled him, and stew spilled down hisfingers. John looked around the square. Hundreds of
gdlsand umbrellas, people with baskets or wheelbarrows pushing through each other to get from table
to table. And packed with desperate city people trying to buy everything. Scraggly fruit, old meat, skinny
liveanimals, patchy vegetables, dl werefor sde and over sagging wooden tables. Market seemed just as
tense as the streets, if not more so. Aztecawere coming, and the market knew it. Mothers pushed
grandmothers aside to pick a canned meats, and occasiond fights were broken apart by watchful

ragamuffins
It was overwhelming.

John dropped the bowl of sdtfish, ssomach churning. He turned against the wall and threw up,
gpattering the lower part of the bright red paint.

A few more heaves and he was finished. He stood with his head against the chipped wall, eyes closed.
How could he go on? Everything that balanced him was gone. No memories. No nothing. What was a
person without memories?

A child.

He'd been tillborn a Brungstun and, desperate for identity, had become asailor, afisherman, and
adventurer in Capitol City, searching for something.

No one could even begin to explain how it fet to be nothing. It sent him into spiras of self-doubt, and
fear.

Fear: Suppose heforgot al this?

Hewas gripped by fear that something would happen, and everyone he knew would become lost to
him again. It could happen anytime, he felt on some gut level. He could just lose everything again.

There had been dark moments before his marriage. Moments when, unable to pierce the darkness
obscuring what he was, John wondered how to continue.

Hewasthere again.



Running had been action, action that kept one away from thinking too much. Now he had timeto
think. It made him fed asif he were being spun gpart.

John smacked his head againgt the wall. The pain and jarring on hisforehead felt good. How could he
know what to do with himself next if he didn't know what to do?

Suppose Shantaand Jerome were dead, as Oaxyctl claimed. What did he do with himsdlf then?
Fade away? Because he couldn't start over again. No.

Were his new memories going too? He panicked. No. He remembered Haidan. He remembered the
first time hedd met Shanta, Jerome's birth. Everything from the moment he washed up.

He had that.

But didn't have hisfamily anymore, just their memories. And he could never trust memories, could he?
John wiped histears off with adeeve, then punched thewall until his knuckles were bloody.

Action. Action. He had to do something soon, or he wouldn't be able to maintain ahold on anything.
No one around him even gave him a second glance. Therewas an air in the market that John had never
felt before, one where people seemed to be in their own space, not looking at each other. It wasn't just
him, John thought, the whole place was coming apart.

He took adeep breath and turned back around. Timeto find some food that didn't make him think of
family and take it back to Oaxyctl.

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Four muddy children and their uncle, aleathery-skinned man in rags and astraw hat, stood in Dihanas
office.

"They had round everyone up in town square.” The old man's voice quavered, and he put a protective
arm around the small girl. "Start in from the edges, yank 'em out, drag them to astone. Then .. ."

"They take Mum first. Then Dad." Thegirl had distant, wide eyes. Unflinching and calm, she Sared
graight at Dihana. "Cut they heart out." They had seen athing that made Dihanas ssomach churn just
thinking about it. And to thislittle girl Dihanawas nothing to fear.

The door opened, and another ragamuffin pushed in. "Papers, from Generd Haidan." He et the
sedl ed packet on her desk.

Dihanaregarded the unexpected intrusion. " Sabotage map?' She was expecting a map of sabotage
locations and asummary of damage.

"And something e
Shelooked up at the small girl, who still stared at her. "How did you al escape?’ Dihana asked.
"Wedidn't." The oldest boy shivered. "They sent us ahead. Weit."



Dihanalooked up at the ragamuffin who'd brought them into her office. "We don't have much space,
everyone try-ing to make do, but that man behind you will get you somefood, and aplaceto say.”

They shuffled out. The ragamuffin who'd delivered the map waited for the door to close. "Brewer's
Village?'

"Thelagt fromit, yes."
"They say the Azteca sacrifice over hdf thevillage.”

"Yes." Dihanawaved him quiet. Sheld suffered hearing it from the actua survivors coming into the city,
and al she could think about was seeing everyonein Capitol City die before her eyes. She unrolled the
package, setting aside aclutch of lettersto look at the map she wanted. "So it's not just weaponsthey're
after," shemurmured. "It'sthe grain." The Aztecamust know that Capitol City would bealong, long
sege. They were doing their best to soften it ahead of time with their spies.

"Trying to garvewefromtheinsde," the ragamuffin sad.

"Here." Dihanalooked up from the map. "Take as many ragamuffins asyou can, and tell the
mongoose-men in Tolteca-town that thisis one of their tasks from now on: block off Tolteca-town from
everyone else street by street. Any Tolteca outside Tolteca-town will be picked up and returned, or
jaledif they doit again."

"They gorevolt."

""Haidan has the mongoose-men tearing up track, looking to destroy the couple bridges between
Harford and here. But when the Azteca hit the Triangle Tracks, it won't be long before they come here,
In that time the spiesin Tolteca-town can do much damage. We can't afford it." On her side Dihanahad
gotten silosfilled, hel ped the fishermen build new boats with armor and cannon on them to sustain them
with fresh fish during the attack. She'd shut down banks, seized businesses, and declared emergency
conditions. Every night handbills and criers circulated, explaining what she wastrying to do, how they
must al stand together.

"Okay." Theragamuffin stared sraight & her.

"Someone inform Xippilli before the command goes out, though. Give him an escort to come straight
hereif hewants. Hell be angry.”

The ragamuffin nodded and withdrew.

Dihanaturned to ook at the letters. The top was just a scribbled note from Haidan: Thisismy little
secret, and why | think the trip north is so important.

Underneath was an older dip of paper. "Dear Stucky," Dihanaread.

She dmost changed her mind when she finished, wondering what was hidden away in the cold north of
theworld. A machine, awespon . . . but what was the use of an archaeological expedition right now?
They would either shatter the Azteca at the foot of their wallsor fdl to their knives. Trying to study the
past now would take too long.

And they needed dl the airshipsto defend the city. Haidan, of al people, should have redlized that.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Oaxyctl navigated the warrenlike streets of Capitol City in adaze. He kept to the shadows, away from
people, and followed a street-by-street pattern from memorized instructions ayear old until he passed
into adingy collection of buildings.

Tolteca-town.

Herdaxed ahit. It was like home away from home: signsin Nahuatl, occasiona snatches of
familiar-sounding conversation.

It hadn't occurred to him until this moment, but he'd been the only brown-skinned person among al the
darker Nanagadans. Now he didn't stand out as much with his straight fringe of black hair.

Oaxyctl stopped awoman with alaundry basket balanced on her head.

"Could you give medirectionsto Xippilli'shouse," he asked. Xippilli, he'd been told, was the most
respected of the Toltecain Capitol City and would be easy to ask for by name. The woman gave him
ingtructions that took Oaxyctl straight to atwo-story brownstone, where anumber of Toltecalounged
around the front.

"I amlooking for Cipactli,” Oaxyctl sad. "Do you know of him?"
They looked him over. "WEell take you to him."

Cipactli worked for Xippilli as an adviser, Oaxyctl determined by looking over the parchment on
Cipactli's desk. Cipactli himself came into the room, dressed in ablack suit with asilver tie.

Hewalked over and fiddled with the desk drawer, then looked up. "I'm sorry,” he said with an even
face, "I've never seen you before.”

"l am lccauhtli,” Oaxyctl said. "New to the city. | presumeto ask if you would be generous enough to
show kindnessto astranger.”

"I am sorry, my brother." Cipactli stopped moving papersaround. "l cannot . . . offer you help. But let
me give you some money."

He handed Oaxyctl afew coins, and something else, feathery, to Oaxyctl's pam.
"Y ou are generous, my lord." Oaxyctl snapped hishand shut. "l will not forget this.”
Cipactli ushered him out the door.

Only farther down the road did Oaxyctl unclench hisfist and look at the coins. A tiny piece of paper
lay between them, giving him Cipactli's home address. Be herein thirty minutes, it said.

Oaxyctl ate the paper and put the coinsin his pocket.



Oaxyctl lit amatch and watched Cipactli flinch. The dim yellow light danced off the rocky wallsand
sturdy wooden beams. Dust patterns swirled in front of the match, disturbed by the movement.

"Gredtings, fellow quimichtin,” Oaxyctl sad.

"What isyour need?' Cipactli walked farther into his own basement. "I have to be careful now.
Mongoose-men are everywhere. It istense.”

"A god has charged mewithamisson.”

Cipactli's mouth dropped. "I gpologize. Y ou have anything you need." He swallowed, eyeswide. "Do
you know which god?" The match went out, leaving them in the dusky dark of the basement. Cipactli
fumbled around to turn on aweak eectric light near the stair door.

"l was afraid to ask." Oaxyctl didn't want to think back about the rainy forest encounter. Just get it
done, he thought. Get it over as soon as possible, and get out of the city before theinvasion. "The
invasonisclose?' Oaxyctl tried to figure out how much time he had.

"They are over hafway to the Triangle Tracks," Cipactli said. "There are delays. The mongoose-men
dow them down some. But the gods prevail. Anandde will fal in ahandful of daysyet.”

"The gods prevail," Oaxyctl echoed. Hed found paper and pen when held snuck in. He handed alist
to Cipactli. "l need dl these"

"Y ou are honored to be charged by agod.” Cipactli held thelist up to the small light and read it. "Who
will you betorturing?'

Oaxyctl wondered if he should tell Cipactli it was not an honor. He wasn't even sureit was safe. The
fact that other gods might disagree with his god's need to get these "Ma Wi Jung codes’ out of John,
whatever those were, meant al this might end with Oaxyctl dead anyway.

He sighed. The gods, an invasion army, and who knew what €l se were destined to destroy the
Nanagadan's last enclave within two weeks anyway.

What could he do against that?
Nothing.

The smart man played as best he could. That was dl Oaxyctl ever did. Even though the luck had never
cometo him, held survived longer than anyone had thought he would. There was only oneway to
urvive,

Oaxyctl cleared histhroat. "Just get these items, please.”

"l will. Stay here, and | will return.” Cipactli turned off the light and walked up the sairs, leaving
Oaxyctl to brood in the dark.

Oaxyctl's eyes adjusted to the dark. A smdll, painted-over window in the far corner yielded atiny stream
of light. In between smal naps Oaxyctl watched it go from pure white to orange to nonexistent by the



time Cipactli returned and flicked on the eectric light.
The canvas bag he carried clinked when he st it on the ground.
"Everything?' Oaxyctl asked.
"BEvaything."

Oaxyctl smiled. Theend wasin sight. "'l will need help. A few people to subdue this man and maybe
bring him back somewhere likethis. | act tonight. | can't risk any morewaits, it is stressful asit ismaking
these sorts of gambles.”

"Thereisaproblem." Cipactli looked far more solemn than he had earlier. "Thereisacurfew. It
darted now, with this sunset.”

"Okay. Wewait for the sun to rise—"
"No one of Aztecaorigin can be out without an escort. Anytime.”

"Then | leave now." Oaxyctl picked up hisatlatl and spears and walked forward to pick up the canvas
bag.

"There are other waysto help you, they will just teke sometimeto put in place.”
"No, nowaiting," Oaxyctl sad. "l leave now."

He brushed past Cipactli and up the stairs. The Capitol City quimichtin followed him up and let him
out aside door.

Oaxyctl did not look back, but melted into the shadows.

It wasn't jungle, but Oaxyctl was till good at keeping out of sight. He only made afew wrong turns that
left him dry-mouthed until he regained his bearings. He was almost back before someone spotted him.

A mongoose-man yelled at him to stop, and Oaxyctl froze againgt the wall. HEd had to get out of the
alleysto crosstoward a street.

Oaxyctl waited until the mongoose-man was just behind him and pushed his deeve up to show the
tattoo. It hadn't worked before, but it was still worth getting the mongoose-man to come within range.

"| am amongoose-man."

"Right," the man said. "But Toltecamongoose are in Tolteca-town to help patrol, which iswhere you
should be." Oaxyctl tensed as the man looked at the tattoo. "L ook good. Not many Toltecathere. |
respect that. Now, if you hold on, me partner pissing just around the corner. We can escort you back to
Tolteca-town."

"Why don't you just let me continue on my own?' Oaxyctl asked, smiling. He turned to look the
mongoose-man in the eye and faced a young man. He kept his hip turned, put hisleft arm into his pocket,
and gripped the handle of aknife.

"l can't do that." The mongoose-man smiled back. "And why you done? Whereis you partner?”

"Oh." Oaxyctl leaned forward. "He's jus—" He grabbed the young man by the shirt, twisted him
around, and dit histhroat.



The mongoose-man burbled blood and clutched histhroat. Oaxyctl guided the mongoose-man gently
to the gtreet, rolling him over onto his back, and looked into the glazed eyes.

Then he glanced up and down the street, wiped his knife and hands clean on the mongoose-man's
shirt, and ran off before the other mongoose-man could walk around the corner.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Capitol City'srootslay deep in the solid rock of Nanagada. Honeycombs of sewer systems, access
tunndls, and large cavernslay benesth the streets. Pepper had been though them before, though thistime
they looked more decrepit and encrusted with age than when the city had first been built.

To get to the sewers Pepper made hisway over afew more hundred feet. Then he could watch the
waters stand-ing, ingtead of hanging like a damn monkey from the pier cracks. Hed done that for afew
hours.

But now he was back up in the pillars gill waiting for the Teotl to show itsdlf.
"Easy, man, watch where you going.”

Pepper froze.

Outlets poured wastewater, city water, toilet water, and excess air back out aong the sides of the
wallsthat ran dong the ocean. All of thiswas designed to continue running without machinery, though the
constant sound of moving and pouring water echoed everywhere. Pepper struggled to locate the
direction of thevoice.

Someone swore. The voice echoed.

"Nothing. My net dry."

Pepper moved over to one of the massive pillars, trying to keep even closer to shadows.
"How comeyou an't bailin?' Another distinct voice complained.

Heredl thetrash in Capitol Harbor came. And now it looked asif it was being scavenged. Small
figuresin rotting boats rowed through the brown water. Pepper relaxed, using two handsto hold himself
up instead of keeping one near hisgun.

"What? That water nasty."
"Treo. Pick up the bucket and keep we from sinking and swvimming in it aready."
The sound of water tossed over the side of aboat echoed around.

Pepper |et go to hang by one hand, muscles straining against their locked position to hold him upside
down from one single handhold. He moved over and grabbed arusty piton hammered into the side of a
gresat pillar, one of many that alowed the scavengers below him to string netsto strain the harbor water.

Easer to hold.



One of the small boats shipped oars and glided underneath him. They were children, Pepper saw.
Bony children a that.

One of them in the boat beneath him leaned over and pulled anet up out of the water. A brown fish
struggled. The urchin caught it with deft hands and tossed it into the bottom of the boat. "A fish!"

"Find some more, get we some limeto soak hein, bread it up, go be agood one.”
They continued picking at the net while Pepper waited.

"Uuh." The smdller kid to the back of the boat waved his hands. "What that?"

"It abody!" The two moved over.

Pepper squinted. Pink flesh bumped against the small boat's transom. The kid used an oar to poke a
his nets, and more pink rolled up. Tranducent eyepatches gleamed in the dark water.

"Shit. ItaLoa"

"What?"

"l tdlingyou, itaLoa"

A tip of metal crowned a stubby tentacle in the water.

The kid with the oar looked around. "We need go. Everyone, we need leave," he yelled out loud to
another boat. "Quick!" His body language showed he suspected they were next. He looked around, at
the water, and then at last, in dow suspicion, up.

His eyes widened when he saw Pepper hanging ten feet above him. He fell back, grabbing for oars,
mouth wide.

Pepper made adecison. They would help him. They knew the area, they might be able to spot
whatever had killed the Loa. And if a Teotl was hanging around, these children were dead. Some might
dieif Pepper used them as bait as he intended, but at least with Pepper they had achance.

Pepper let go, stopped hisfall by grabbing another piton, then dropped into the aft of the boat in one
smooth, quick mation. The boy held up an oar, trying to protect the smaler kid behind him.

"Easy." Pepper spread his hands out.

"Look." The boy's hair was sarting to dreadlock, his hands calloused from rowing. Dirty, holed
clothes, tattered and held together with net and fishing wire, Pepper noted. "We ain't see nothing, we ain't
telling nothing. Let we go. Please”

"I didn't kill it." Pepper leaned over and glanced at the Loa. "But | know what did." He pushed the
Loaover and pointed at the claw marks and shredded flaps of skin dangling from the Loastorso. "Teotl
did this." Pepper held up ahand. "See, | have no claws."

The boy shivered. No doubt Teotl had once been ataetold to make him behave, Pepper thought.
When hed had parents.

A second rowboat rounded the pillar. The boy on the bow carried a spear he aimed at Pepper. "What
you name? If you touch any of we, | go strike you down,” the boy shouted.

"l wouldn't point that &t me," Pepper warned. He turned to face the boy in front of him. Thiswas, he
discerned, the closest they had to aleader. Pepper took a gold tooth from his pocket, afleck of brown



blood still on the root sde. He handed it to the kid, who snatched it.
"I'm Pepper. What isyour name?"

"Adamu," the kid said. Which would make the smal kid he tried to protect Treo, Pepper thought, filing
their voices from what held heard while on the pillar. "What you want from we?" Adamu asked,

uspicious.
"l want you to help me catch the Teotl."
Adamu looked Pepper back in the eye. Brave. "How?We smal."

Pepper nodded. It was best to be honest. Too many people used these kids, then discarded them.
They deserved his honesty.

"I need you to be my bait."

Treo leaned forward and grabbed Adamu. "Please don't do it. It dangerous.”

"I have more gold." Pepper patted the pocket of histrench coat.

Adamu looked down at the dying fish in the bottom of the boat. "No. We go help.”
"Good," Pepper said. "Who areyou dl?’

"Wethe posse," Adamu said.

"POSSE?"

"Just aname." Adamu shrugged. He looked up as the second boat hit them. The kid with the spear
jumped out, jabbed it at Pepper.

Pepper yanked it away and snapped it in haf. He took a broken end and hit the boy inthe ribswithiit.
"What ishisname?' Pepper asked Adamu.
"Tito."

"Okay, Tito," Pepper said as Tito, curled up in the bottom of the boat, gasped for air. "I said don't
point that a me, and | meant it."

Adamu bit hislip and put his hand in his pocket, fingering the gold. Another few teeth, Pepper knew,
would change their world, and Adamu knew it.

If they caught the Teotl, Pepper would make them rich.

For afew days. Because once the Azteca came to Capitol City, chances wereit wouldn't matter.

First, Pepper needed them to find their target.

"What welooking for?" Tito asked. His mouth remained set, hiseyes dit. But gold was gold. He
would do what Pepper said.

"Something under the water. A submarine,”" Pepper said.

"Likethe meta one up in the museum?' Adamu asked. "They dig it out of the harbor. No one know
how it work."



"Maybe." Pepper shrugged. "But I'll bet this one is made of wood.”

"Wood?' one of the posse asked.

Pepper nodded.

"What about protection?' Adamu asked. "Them look like sharp claws, whatever rip up that Loa."

A gmile

"The safest place for any of you isright here." Pepper blinked. "Now come, we have to get moving."

Adamu sent the two boats to pick up spare nets. Ten minutes later they had rigged them with silt
weightsto drag the bottom.

Pepper watched, then got in Adamu's boat.
Treo stood up. "Take me back. | want go back into the sewer, get out. | scare.”

"Treo," Adamu said. "1 don't want you out aone, getting egt by thisthing.” Treo consdered thet for a
moment, and stayed put.

Adamu gtarted rowing, Treo huddled in the front of the boat.
"Where the Teotl now?' Adamu asked.

"Probably watching us," Pepper said. Treo whimpered. "Don't worry. It won't do anything yet. Not
until wefinditsvehide"

Pepper hunched over in his seat and bundled hislong coat around him. He looked around the boat
and whigtled to himsdlf.

Come out, come out, wherever you are, he sang to himself.

Come say hi to Pepper.
After three hours of dow sweeping, Tito stood up in the other boat and threw his oar down. It clattered
between the wooden benches.

Pepper looked around at them all.

Hetook another gold tooth out from the trench-coat pocket by his chest and held it over the side of
the boat. He opened hishand, and it plinked into the water.

The tiny waves smoothed ouit.

They went back to sweeping.

"Hey!" The shout echoed around them, bouncing around and skimming over the water.

"Y eah, yeah, thisit." The boats dowed down, the net wrapping around something large under the
water.

Tito stood and waved an oar triumphantly. The net wrapped around a twenty-foot-long curve of
smooth black wood that broke the surface of the water as they tugged the nets up.

Pepper stood up and shrugged the trench coat off. He pulled the shotgun strapped to hisright thigh



free, letting his eyes go combat and talk to the gun.
Colorsfel away, replaced by awash of night-vision greens.
His skin crawled. His heart doubled speed, his extraveins sang.

Pepper balanced on the transom of the boat, shotgun aimed at the smooth black wood in the nets,
hardly swaying as Adamu jerked the boat forward.

When they bumped against it, Pepper sprang into the air and landed on top without asound. There
was not avisiblejoint on the black curves, until Pepper leaned forward and found alever.

He pushed it in with one hand, then pulled. The hatch opened, and Pepper ducked over it, shotgun
amed downinfirg, trigger dmost al the way down.

Back again.

The kids stared a him. The speed was inhuman, and they were probably wondering what the hell he
was.

"Nothing in there," Pepper said.

"Wesnk it?' Adamu asked.

"No. | want it." Pepper looked around at the rows of pillars and dark water. It was out there.
Now left. Be careful, hetold himself. Maybe he could take the creature dive.

Get information out of it.

"The Teotl can swim?" Adamu asked.

"Maybethisoneflies" Pepper sad. "Maybeit swvims. | don't know. They comein many different
shapes and sizes. Depends on what they were bred for.” Some even went back into pupation to change
leter inlife

There was adistant splash, one audible only to Pepper's ears.
"It'scoming." Pepper raised a hand. "Move your boats behind me.”
They hustled to ship oars and move.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Fifteen minutes of sllence on the porch passed for Dihana. She heard her name being called farther down
the corridor and ignorediit.

Not right now. Another five minutes, she thought.

Haidan threw the doors open. The glass pane on the right-hand one shattered, the piecesfaling and
bouncing off the stone.

"Haidan!" Hefrozein place. Dihanafolded her arms. First piece of information first. "Anandde and



Grammalton aren't responding to any messages. | think they've been cut off. Y ou said we had over a
week before Anandae wasinvaded.”

"I hadn't heard that yet." Haidan grabbed the doorframe. ™Y ou sure?’
"| can reach Harford. That'sit."

Haidan bit hislip. ™Y ou know my estimate on when they would arrive was aguess. They probably
using airship, dropping warrior off in the bush outside them town to cut off thewire.”

"But do they have enough warriorsto attack those towns? Or just cut them off."

"I don't know. | don't know." His boots crunched over the glass as he walked over to therailing and
swept ahand out at the city. "I want to talk about this curfew you put up.”

"Bombs, Haidan. They'retrying to take our airships, our food."

"I know that. But you compromising things. | have agent there. Y ou asking me where the Aztecais
and if they can take atown, but the Toltecawon't tell me nothing now. We blind and deaf in
Tolteca-town. So don't be surprise | can't tell you nothing. And by the way, you enjoy telling me
mongoose-men what to do too much.”

"I had to do something. And for al the agents you have, we were il getting hit hard. All thoselost
arshipswill hamstring us. And the grain slosthey've destroyed . . "

Haidan sat down and rubbed his eyes. "Maybe | wrong to be so vexed. But thingsis hazy. Y ou want
know how many Aztecamarching for we?'Y ou want know what kind? The food they carry? Until you
shut down Tolteca-town, people there wastelling me dl that. Now they don't trust me. We can't afford
this, Dihana"

"I know. They'll hate me. Xippilli won't talk to me."

"Curfew everyone," Haidan said. "Already | lose one mongoose-man in this. Toltecaand city people
besting each other up.”

Dihana stepped closer to him. "I'm sorry.”

He it hislip. "Curfew for everyone," he repeated. "Not only Azteca-looking saboteur out. Y ou know
this, you see who kill the council-them back at that warehouse.”

Dihanablinked. He wasright.

She sat down on the ground, away from the broken glass, her back againgt the wrought-iron curlicues.
"Full curfew," shesaid. "Full curfew. No one out a night unless accompanied by ragamuiffins or your
men. No matter whether they are Tolteca, Hindi, Nanagadan, or Frenchi. Patrols during the day as usud
to try and catch anything.”

"And hope we il trust enough by people-them so any strange thing get report.”
"Y eah. Hope." Dihana sat for along second. Hope. "I read those | etters you sent.”
Haidan walked around in front of her. "Interesting piece of higtory,” he said softly. "What you think?*

"Y our plan north?* Dihanagot up, walked over to therailing. The sun had just set and the sky glowed
orange. Lights started to turn on al over the city. "Those |etters tore me up, Haidan. | understand what
you're pushing for. But you and | both know we just can't cut our hands off to do this, Haidan. Three
arships..."



Haidan stood with her and looked down at two mongoose-men guarding the doors. The grass had
trampled sections on it from the regular patterns they walked around to make sure the building was safe.

"l an't go haggle,” Haidan said. "I ain't go ask for two airship, then one. Forget any airship. What if |
say | got abackup plan?"

"A backup?'

Haidan looked over a her with asmile. Of course he would. It was Haidan. There would be plans
within plans, no doulbt.

Dihanarested her hip againsgt the wrought-iron patterns. "What isit?"

"The steamship you told me | could have, the one out in the harbor.” He smiled. "I help al your
Preservationist build it. Been hoping to useit to head up coast, spy on Azteca. We design the hull flat, so
it could get into shalow water. But, that same hull, | bet you, work real well intheice.”

Dihana shook her head. "'I'm not surprised. Y ou thought about using it to go north before?”

Haidan coughed into the arm of his shirtdeeve. "Got afew modification | want maketoit, thing to help
it when they get into the snow. Thing | been thinking about since the last expedition came back from the
north seaand | talked to them all. Could be expensive.”

"Asmuch asan arship?' Dihanaasked.

Haidan shook his head. "Manpower. | go need to take some of the Preservationist away for abit." He
grimaced and cleared histhroat, dabbed at hislipswith ahandkerchief that Dihana had been noticing out
more and more. "Go remake the ship so they can add treads, crawl over theice. | seen something smilar
use up in alake once, been hoping to make abig one."

"Still abig gamble, taking away resources for something so uncertain.”

"Uncertain?' Haidan grabbed her arm. "The Loalove the idea. They know something up there, aways
have. Now they scare. Aztecacoming, and Tetol coming with the Azteca, and that mean them Loa
garing degth in the eye. Whatever lying north, whatever this Ma Wi Jung is, it asure thing, and the Loa
know it go help, or they wouldn't be trying to help we any. Maybe it aweapon of some sort, the Loa
ain't saying nothing yet. But we need this Ma' Wi Jung. Our old-fathers needed it in the past and couldn't
get it. We need it now."

Dihanagrabbed hisarm. "Okay. Do it. Get crew. Try to find anyone willing to go thet far north and
you've got hdf the battle won. I've spent at least two meetings trying to talk scared fishermen back out to
sea because they think the Azteca are hiding everywhere.”

Haidan let go of her and folded hisarms. "Don't you worry. | got awhole other surprise for you there."
"Wha?'

He shook his head. "Later. When thing settle and for sure. Seen? For now | must send message.
Make sure me mongoose ain't go get ambush out on the tracks. Make sure they get those two bridge
between the Azteca and here de-stroy. Y ou tell everyone you can reach they have to leave them town
for the bush.”

Dihanadidn't answer, and he didn't wait for one. The door remained open, the shattered glass
twinkling from Capitol City'slights.

They looked like stars scattered on the ground to her.



Emil found her after the glass had been cleaned up, stopping her in the corridor with a concerned look on
hisface. Another Councilman hovered at the end of the passageway, waiting to hear her answer.

"Prime Minigter." Emil's voice strained from the pleasantness and familiarity trying to beinjected.
"Coudlman."
Emil kept his distance and cocked his head. "We have arequest, if you have amoment to discussit?'

Dihanalooked down the corridor at the other Councilman, who avoided her gaze. "What do you
need?'

Emil spread his hands. "We want to be able to move about.”
"Cantrikit. Thereisacurfew at night aswell, just in case you were thinking of sneaking out."

She watched hisreaction, adight opening of the mouth and glance back to the other Councilman. So
they were sneaking out of the building. She wondered how. Bribing ragamuffins? She'd have to follow up
on that.

The secretiveness, again, irked her.

"We're setting up amission to the north,” shetold him. " A place called Starport. Y ou know where that
is?"

Emil folded his hands. "An old, old memory. That iswhere we had come down to Nanagada. | was
just achild." He closed hiseyes.

"We are going for the Ma Wi Jung.”
"You know," Emil whispered. "Y ou know about that?"
Dihanasmiled. "The Loaare dso interested.”

"Don't matter." Emil shook his head. "No one dive who could work it. Not on this planet. Certainly
not you Preservationist, they know nothing. Isjust aship. A ship like the one we come down to Starport
on. Nothing specid, they say, except that the Loa help we makeit. But there none of we that could
make it work now. The last one done dead. Y ou understand? We done dead. | got to go." Hisvoice
was soft. "We preparing for the worse now. We know this time might come, but we had always hope
not, you know?"'

Dihanalet himwalk pest. "Emil."

"Yeah?' He kept walking, hisback to her.
"Dont leave the building. It's dangerous.”
He turned the corner.

They seemed broken, Dihanathought. They'd seen everything fal asfar asit could. From before the
time of legend, to the fal of Mafolie Pass, to seeing Capitol City come under direct attack. They were
facing their own mortality, something they hadn't donein along time.

She could fed sorry for them. She could lose abit of the bitterness she reserved for them.

Dihanaleft them to send amessage to the Loa priestesses, explaining Haidan's new twist in his
planning.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

John had not returned yet, so Oaxyctl washed his hands, threw away the dightly bloodied shirt, and put
on his spare shirt. Then he wrapped the ends of alength of rope around his hands dowly, asif he had
welights attached to hisfingers, and planted himsdf just by the door.

Hetook severa deep breaths.

Several minutes of waiting later, ahard knock on the door rattled it in its hinges. DeBrun wouldn't
knock, Oaxyctl thought. He unwrapped the rope from his hands and did it between the limp bed
mattress and the boards undernesth.

Three men stood at the door when he cracked it open.

The slver-dreadlocked man in front, ahandkerchief held over his mouth, coughed. He folded the
piece of cloth back up and put it in his breast pocket.

"Whereis John?' he asked. "John deBrun?'

"Heisn't here," Oaxyctl said. "l can take amessage for you.”

"No, that's okay." The man's eyes narrowed. "Maybe we can just wait for him?"

"Thereisn't much spacein here," Oaxyctl mumbled. Histhroat congtricted, he could barely breathe.
"That'sokay. | could comein done."

One of thetwo men behind him put out an arm. "Haidan . . ."

Haidan. The mongoose-general. Oaxyctl looked at the two mongoose-men. He didn't stand a chance.
Hisworld crumbled. The atlatl wastoo far away, the odds againgt him. The mongoose-men sized him up
aswell. Their rifleslay cradled in the crooks of their elbows.

"Yes, why don't we dl squeezein,” Oaxyctl said.

Everyone hesitated a moment. Then Haidan walked in and the two mongoose-men followed. Oaxyctl
closed the door behind them.

Haidan smiled. "So herewe dl are. And who are you?”'

Oaxyctl didn't reply. He raised the corner of his shirtdeeve and showed the tattoo. The two guards
nodded, but Haidan's eyes remained neutra . Feeling another dight seed of guilt for again abusing this
brothership of the mongoose-men, Oaxyctl waked into the washroom, cam. He turned on the light and
closed the door behind him.

Inside the cupboard lay histools, the ones held just now unpacked from the canvas bag. Serums,
scapels, knives, Oaxyctl packed them al tightly into asmall leasther bag. Then he sat on the privy and
took more deep breaths.

Hemight haveto kill al these men to get John. He might dietrying. They might just leave. Or not. But



his god had given him aquest, and that was to get the codes to the Ma Wi Jung. This he had to do, any
way possible.

Oaxyctl was nervous. If he did die, he would havefailed thegod. . .

To go to your desth isarelease, he whispered to himsdlf. To meet your godsis an honor. To give your
body to the earth is your destiny.

At leadt, that iswhat they say. Oaxyctl was more worried about the things the gods could do to him
whiledill dive, and would do, if hefailed.

The door outside creaked open, muffled from Oaxyctl's position ingde the bathroom.
"John," the mongoose-genera said.

"Haidan?' Oaxyctl heard John reply.

Oaxyctl took onefina deep breath and opened the door.

All eyesfastened on him for asecond. John put down a paper bag of groceries. A wad of celery
stalkstied with blue string stuck out of the top and leaned over.

"What's going on?"
Haidan waked over. "We need you, John."

John sat on the bed. The boards undernegth it creaked and settled. The two mongoose-men moved
back to stand by the sides of the door. "I'm not flying to the northlands. I'm staying to fight."

Oaxyctl sat down at the small table.

"It most likely you go die” Haidan said. "Eventudly. Y ou ain't that good afighter, you only got one

"Then | will die," John sad.

"Come, man," Haidan hissed. "Y ou ain't oneto give up. You afighter. | know this. | seen you push
through thejungle before.

John shook his head. "That was adifferent time."
"You scared?'

"Scared?" John raised hishook and looked &t the light playing off it. "No. Tired, lost. My family is
dead. And I l€ft them there." He hit his chest with the sSide of the curved stedl. "Haidan . . . theré's nothing
left for me”

Haidan sat on the bed next to John. The boards protested as the cheap bed pushed down. Oaxyctl
held his hands steady over the table, but every musclein his body tensed.

"John." Haidan pulled out the stained handkerchief from his breast pocket and held it out. "'If anyone
godiehere, it go beme. You and | know | been sick ever since you pull me out that swamp in Hope's
Loss and this here damn cough had start." Haidan dropped the rust-colored cloth to the ground. "I need
someone who ain't go give up now. | need someone strong. | need you to go al the way north for me. |
know you can lead men. | had talk to sailorswho you lead back to the city. Y ou the man for this. | know
it

Haidan stood up, and Oaxyctl let out aheld breath.



"John," Haidan said. "'Y ou want revenge? Y ou want to make Azteca pay?'
Oaxyctl scratched at hisleft index fingertip.

"Them bagtard kill you family, they kill Shanta," Haidan continued. "They kill we friend in Brungstun.
Y ou want blood, | go give you blood, man: Ma Wi Jung.”

Oaxyctl jumped in place, startled. Those words. Did these people know about his god's quest?
"Leave him." Oaxyctl's voice broke. "He's been through enough.”

"Why you test me?' Haidan asked, turning around. "Y ou mongoose, true, but | don't know you, and
you tattoo new. Don't cross me.”

John stood up between them. Oaxyctl kept his hands still on the table's rough wooden surface. If he
shoved hard enough, he could fed asplinter poke into his pam. The pain hel ped center him.

"Give him dack,” John said.
Haidan coughed. Blood flecked hislips. He wiped at it with the back of hisforearm.

"Fine. Listen, John, | could get you the greatest revenge. Y ou want bust the Azteca back? Then you
go north. Y ou go north and you find something, something from we old-father time, and you useit to
smitethe Azteca That is true revenge. | can giveyou this"

John's back dumped forward. "Tell memore." It was an act of surrender, Oaxyctl redlized.
"By steamship, with you the captain.”

"With some ragtag crew? Made of fishermen, right? | did that once before." John paused, and
everyonein the room hung on every movement of hisback, his shifting feet, asniff. "Maybe. If | captain
the boat.”

Haidan nodded. "Then | say you the captain.”

"Who arethe officers?'

"People | go choose."

"Good people? I'll need some mongoose-men wholll follow my orders.

"If you agreeto go, | give up my best mongoose-man,” Haidan said.

John looked around the room. Then helooked at Oaxyctl. "Will you come aboard with me?

Oaxyctl pushed the pam of his hand farther into the splintered piece of wood. "What do | know of
boats?'

"I will teach you," John said.

Haidan said, "I want this expedition launch within the week, before any spy in town redize what
happening and try to Stop it, and well before Azteca arrive at the city wall. | want momentum, | want it

Oaxyctl pulled his hand up from the table, the splinter bresking off ingde hishand. "I will pack my
things." Even to himsdlf he sounded digtant.

Gods, what a disaster.



Ma Wi Jung. What el se could he do but follow them there? The group assembled outside the door of
the small gpartment, John with hissingle bag of groceries, and nothing el seto his name, and Oaxyctl with
hisatlatl and bundle of spears, asmal bag in hisleft hand.

On hisway out, Oaxyctl ground the bloodied handkerchief Edward had dropped onto the dirty
concrete floor with the hedl of his ragged boot.

Born under the sgn of Ocelotl, he said to himself.
Certanly.

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

For severa minutes Pepper stood and listened to the water. He heard the creature come up, expelling
air, watching them as the boys moved their boats around, drawing attention to themselves. Pepper
motioned Adamu closer and got back in the boat.

The water remained cam for amaddeningly long time. Tiny waveslapped against the pillars. The city
pipestrickled, emptying water out nearby.

Right there. Pepper saw the dimmest of shapes beneath the water by Tito's boat. Pepper pointed, and
Tito picked up aspear from inside the boat. Like atiny harpoonist the boy baanced on the side of the
boat and dungiit.

The shape darted undernegth, and Tito's boat splintered. Water splashed out from the inside, and the
kids leapt into the water.

"Stay closeto the submarine,” Pepper warned, not wanting Adamu to row them away.

The floor underneath erupted, and Pepper stepped back. Gray skin pushed through the floor planks,
and asmooth, skeletd face turned hisway. Adamu bent over the oars, his back to the creature, and
shivered.

Eydidsblinked at the pair of shotguns Pepper had pointed t it.

Treo, inthe front of the boat, screamed. One snap of the razor-sharp claws later and Treo's throat
erupted blood.

Adamu turned around, the beginning of a scream on hislips. Pepper shoved him aside with an elbow
and smashed the guns againgt the Teotl.

The clawsturned hisway.

He couldn't avoid them, but embraced them, firing the shotgun and throwing it aside to grab the
creature's head and head-buitt it. It tried to retreat back into the water, but Pepper hung on, ripping at its
eyeswith hisfingers.

Three more shots later, Pepper managed to get the net around it. He waslosing blood asfast asit was
losing ichor, clear ooze making it dippery to drag the creature out of the boat up onto its own submarine.

Pepper threw it down the hatch, dizzied and burning hot with combat fever. He stopped a second to



grab histrench coat before the rowboat sank, leaving the kids treading water or scrambling up onto the
submarine. Then he followed the Teotl down.

Hedid aknife out from his ankle strap and regarded the Teotl in front of him. Itslegswerefinlike
around the shinsand calves, but it till had feet. The handswere deadly.

Now the screaming could begin, Pepper thought.

Hetook the knife and made afew sdective cuts, then pulled the claws free.
Thewailing desfened him.

And that was the beginning.

Pepper could hardly understand the creature's language. He could hardly understand its physiology. Only
with that understanding would he torture something, so he could tell if that thing waslying to him.

It took time, many hours, but eventually Pepper understood the creature enough to make it cry, and
then confess. It managed the spiesin Capitol City. It told them what to destroy and when. And it was
aso hunting for John deBrun.

It thought John was dive and wdl, and in the city.

They knew about John. They knew about Ma Wi Jung. It had tortured the dead Loato find out that
John was on amission to go to the northlands on a steamship.

There were Aztecawarships at sea north of the city. They were ready to stop the journey north and
capture John. In case John used an airship, saboteurs waited with bombs to destroy the airship.

This had been well worth the danger.

Pepper findly moved the submarine next to the sewers so that Adamu and his"posse’ didn't have to hang
off it. When he climbed out of the hatch five hours later, he stank of Teotl ichor, and one of the boys
gagged and threw up when saw Pepper.

He was covered in his own blood, ribbons of shredded flesh, and bits of Teotl. Pepper, wearing the
trench coat again, pulled it closer around him, ignoring the pain of cloth rubbing exposed wounds.

Adamu and Tito dragged Treo's body out of the water into the sewer and looked back up at Pepper
with tired eyes.

He squatted next to the tiny body. Treo couldn't have been more than seven. "I'm sorry.”

"Sorry. That how it isfor you kind," Adamu said. "Y ou ain't the one that find him last year, tieup and .
.. bloody, |€ft to die on astreet up above." Adamu looked up at the stone overhead. " So now you give
us more gold and escape in that submarine, right? | wonder why. | hear the Aztecacoming. Y ou go
make aquick escape or what?' Adamu'slips curled with distaste. Pepper said nothing. "That how it is,
right?" Adamu sniffed. "Y ou didn't shoot that thing, you wanted it dive. The price of one boy, some boy
you know nothing about, acceptable. Y ou just like anyone el se, we nothing to you.”

Pepper took asmal bundle of cloth from under histrench coat and threw it to Adamu. "It'sal gold.
Mélt it down before anyone seeswhat it dl is, or they will ask questions and take it from you."

Adamu opened it. A crown with a panther. Jade hammered into anklets, and wristbands. All Azteca.
He looked back at Pepper. "How you get al this? Who you isredly?!



"The Aztecaascary night story, right?" Pepper asked.
Adamu nodded.

"Wadl, | am the Aztecas scary sory. | have been that for along, long time. They marching toward
Capitol City. They will be here soon." Pepper winked. "Take the gold. | don't need it anymore. But don't
wadeit."

Adamu svalowed.

"I'm sorry for everything." Pepper walked back onto the submarine. When he crawled into the hatch,
he paused and looked back at Adamu. "When the Azteca come, stay inside here, stay quiet, and don't
go topside. Anyone €l se coming down here doesn't understand the tides, or the sewers. They'll drown,
you'l be safe. Use the gold to get as much food and stores as you can thisweek."

Adamu quivered as Pepper stepped farther down. "Just leave us, please,” Adamu said to Pepper's
face, dl that was visble now.

Pepper climbed down and did so.

That was amost dl the gold. And no matter how much he would have given them, he knew, it wasn't
enough. It was never enough.

Helooked down at the Teotl. Time to dump the body, clean the submarine, and hide it somewhere.
Then go get cleaned up. Eight hours of recovery and as much as he could egt to get the repair processes
in his body working overtime.

After that, find John. Who was dive and here, it seemed.
But first, abrief bit of rest.

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

John stood at the apex of Grantie's footbridge. This was the northernmost edge of the city, atal arch that
curved over the harbor entrance. It was the farthest point of land on Nanagada, and the ocean stretched
undernesth out to the horizon unbroken.

Two days of preparing the ship and he gill wondered if he should dip out of Haidan's grip and join the
mongoose-men on thewall of the city to fight the Azteca when they came. It looked like the Aztecahad
taken Anandale and Grammaton, which meant they would be on the Triangle Tracks soon. Even Haidan
admitted he didn't know how much track had been destroyed, or if his men had been able to destroy any
bridges leading to Capitol City. They'd be coming soon. Weeks.

Haidan would find out quickly enough if heleft and joined the mongoose-men. How many one-handed
men with hookswerein Capitol City?

Haidan had worked hard to digpel dl of John's doubts, showing him how they would convert the ship
to drive over theice. Haidan had designed it so that the ship could travel over reefs using metd treads
that ran off the steam engine, thinking he could use it to get mongoose-men into Aztecalands by saling
around the Wicked Highs to approach their coast. The ship had yet to be finished when the Azteca had
come over the Wicked Highs. There was even anew compass and sextant, along with hisnew chartsfor



the trip. Haidan had thought of everything possible.

A beacon ship at anchor outside the arch flashed its steady pulse out into the murky gray expanse of
ocean.

Should he do this? Captain another mission to the north when the last had failed? Haidan was
persuasive. When you were with Haidan. When John wasn't checking the steamship over, getting
acquainted with it, he waseft with his doubts.

Hefdt asif he were running again. Hed run from Brungstun, and he felt like acoward for doing it ill,
even though he had had no other choice. Now he was choosing not to fight the Aztecain battle, but skulk
away up north to find some mystery device.

Whereto turn? John couldn't talk to Haidan, he was too busy supervising everything under thesunin
Capital City. Oaxyctl was crew now, and that shouldn't have made adifference, but something funny was
intheair when John tried to talk to him.

He scratched under hiswrist where the bucklesirritated his skin. A faint blotch of rust scarred thetip
of hishook. He hadn't been taking good care of it, oiling it every night and drying it off.

John turned his back to the ocean and rested his elbows on therail and looked out over the mastsin
the harbor. A small dory tacked in toward the smaller docks off one of the piers. Severd fires glittered
on the piers, illuminating tent citiesthat grew larger every day.

In the center of the harbor Haidan's steamship rode at anchor. Long, deek, it had three raked-back
boilers. No paddle wheels. Haidan used a copy of apropeller dug out of the bottom of the harbor by
one of the city Preservationist teams.

The ship had enough cod to make the journey. Even now asmal flat-bottom skiff lay next to the ship,
unloading food supplies.

John gripped therail. They needed cannon. They needed more guns. A larger contingent of
mongoose-men. And more training. John and Haidan had found al the spare fishermen and Frenchis
living in town they could. He had the old deckhands drilling the green ones, showing them the ropes.
Including Oaxyctl. Everyone but Haidan and John remained on the ship, ready to drop and leave at a
moment's notice.

Somein the crew were aready grumbling, missing family and women who were just within sight.
Not agood start.

It would have to do. Just in the two days since John had agreed, Edward had showed him pictures
taken by courier airships of the Azteca pushing up the coast toward Anandale.

Two days was no length to plan an expedition. But Haidan had anticipated much of it aready. And
what was the dternative? Wait until the Azteca arrived?

John took adeep, sdty breath. Thereisaplan, amisson, something to do. It isn't adirect fight, he
told himsdf, but maybein the big picture thiswill hurt the Azteca

That made him fed better about himself. But it didn't go far enough infilling in the hole ripped out of his
center.

Sometimes he wondered how much more he could endure.

John sighed. Edward had a so done John an extra honor, trying to help John cope with thelossin



Edward's own way. Hed named the steamship La Revanche. The Revenge, in one of the old languages
that Haidan said had died out right after Hope's Loss. A way to get John's full support. John knew
Haidan was manipulating him, but he embraced it. He wanted, deeply enough, revenge.

So La Revanche shewas. Hisrevenge.

The town clock, housed in the belfry over the Ministeriad Mansion, gonged that it wasfive. He had to
leave for amesting.

The footbridge's grayed planks flexed.

"Afternoon." Someone walked forward. John haf-turned to hisleft. Thetal man, with straggly, wet,
shoulder-length locks and a tattered coat, looked right back at him. "Mr. deBrun.” The man smiled. He
looked like amongoose-man.

Maybe. A tiny pinprick of recognition stirred in John. "I'm sorry"—he frowned—"1 dont . . . redly
know who you are.”

The man stopped. John felt that the man was a bit stunned, but nothing in the man'sface, or eyes,
confirmed that. John let his hook drop to hisside. Thisman felt dangerous. Y et John felt he wasn't in
danger. Be careful, he told himsdlf.

"You'retdling thetruth,” the large man said. Y ou don't know who | am.”
"How should | know you?"

"It was along, long time ago.” One of the man's eyes|ooked trand ucent and rheumy. A torn piece of
his coat flapped in the wind.

John gtiffened. This was someone who'd known him before he had lost his memory. And he'd
recognized himfirst. Just atiny prick of it, but something, nonetheless. Thiswas new.

"Who are you?' John slammered, not sure what to ask. Thiswas the biggest clueto hispast life ever,
just ganding infront of him.

"Incredible” The man laughed.

"How did you know me?" John wanted to seize the man by the large coat. "What was [?'Y ou must
tak to me."

The man shook hishead. "This changes just aout everything. Y ou redly don't remember anything?'

John rifled through his head, hoping for a nameto go with the feding. Nothing came. It had been there
once though. It was like something on the back of histongue.

"Please, can | buy you amea? A drink?" John asked.

"Thiswas not quite what | had planned." The man folded hisarms. "Y ou are aplanning atrip. A
northerly one. | could hep you."

Suspicion crept up on John. Held felt this man to be dangerous at firdt. It was gone now, but he should
gtill trust that ingtinct. Some people would try to sabotage their expedition: Aztecaspiesand
sympathizers. An industrious person could have found out John had amnesawhen hed washed up in
Brungstun easily enough, and be using that to manipulate him now.

If John's past included Azteca, who knew what might be happening here? What was afaint memory of
fedling, or whatever it was that had happened when he'd seen this man at first, when compared to



everything else he had just been through?

"What are your sailing skills?' John asked, trying to get the man to speak more so he could recapture
something, anything, that would help him figure out how to better handle this encounter.

"I'm good in the cold. And | fight very well."

The back of John's neck prickled. "I'm sorry." John made another hard decision and hated it. He
raised his hook, readying himself for anything. "I am just advising an old friend on outfitting aship. | think
you heard wrong, thereis no trip north, whatever you may have heard. But if | hear of anything, | would
liketo help you. What did you say your name was?'

"Pepper.

"If you left me an address, | could get back to you. | want to know about my past. If you knew me
before | lost my memory, you canhelpme. . ." If Pepper wasn't aspy, thiswasabig risk, turning away
what might be an old friend. John's heart thudded. He couldn't believe he had to do this. Turn avay a
clueto hispast for fear of disclosing thismisson north. But the Aztecawho'd killed hisfamily must pay
fird.

He was committed to going north. Something deep inside him felt that it was the best course of action.
But then, held pushed himsdlf north before, following some forgotten ancient impulse within himself.

Pepper shook his head. "That won't work, John. | know you're leaving very soon, so how you're
playing with me. Risky on your part, but | understand your caution. Let'sdedl anyway. Y ou bring me
aboard La Revanche, and aswe sail, | tell you more about your past.”

John bristled at the manipulation. Pepper could read him well.

"Y ou could belying," John said. If Pepper had met him any other time but right before the invasion,
right before the trip north, everything would have been different. Y ou could say anything, and how
would I know?" John ground histeeth. "I'm very sorry | don't remember you. | want to remember who
you are, but | can't.”

Besdes, what if Pepper got him aonein someroom in Capitol City and tortured him for information
about La Revanche ingtead of giving him information about his past? John couldn't take that risk. Just
hearing that he had been done on Grantie's Arch would have made Haidan angry.

"So am I, but don't worry about it too much." Pepper reached out his hand. John shook it. "1'm going
to go now. To better times?'

"To better times," John echoed, puzzled.

Pepper turned around. He limped back down the footbridge the way he had come.
If he had been an old friend, then John had done the man adisservice.

Maybe turning him away had been amistake.

John looked reluctantly down at the timepiece on hiswaistband, a present of Haidan's. Damn. He was
late.

When he looked back up, Pepper was nowhere to be seen.
That was when John redlized that Pepper had spoken in the same accent that John did.
Alone on the bridge, John punched the empty air and swore.



CHAPTER FORTY

John watched Haidan cup hischinin hisright hand, elbow on the chair'swooden arm, and sigh. The
windows had been pulled shut. Only aseriesof dectric lightsin the middle of thetablelit the area

"Weclose" Haidan told him. " Revanche stock. Got enough food for there and back." He cleared his
throat. Moving the hand under his chin away, he laced his fingers together to look over thetop of his
chapped knuckles at John. "How you feding?'

John changed the subject. "Prime Minister Dihanawill christen the boat tomorrow?" She was out
mesting agroup of refugees, trying to bring order and get a census of how many lay in the city's streets
and inthetentsinthe piers.

"And you leave the next day," Haidan said. "Everything, charts, copies of the documents| want you to
read, arein you cabin, seded.”

"Thank you. What about you?'
"What about me?"
"Aren't you coming? Who knowsthis plan better?’

"l haveto stay.” Haidan put the pams of his hands on the edge of the table and drummed hisfingers. "l
visble. Thewhole city know me, know my skill for leading the mongoose. If | leave, what they go think?
DeBrun, you the best sailor Capitol City ever see. You and | both know you can figure that map out and
navigate that boat."

"Thisisthat important?' John dug thetip of his hook into the table and broke off asmal piece of
wood.

"The Loathink so. | believeit. Dihanabelieveit. We got three of the city best Preservationist ready to
get on you ship. John, man, | ordering my best mongoose-man out with you: Avasa. And hisbest
mongoose. | can't give you anything more without hurting us herein the city bad. Y ou understand how
important | think thismay go be?'

The door opened. A mongoose-man walked in and whispered into Haidan's ear. "Okay," Haidan said
astheman left. "They here”

Hadan let go of thetable. Thetablelightslit him from beneath. His dreads cascading down out of
seemingly nowhere.

"A Loajoin we now." Haidan leaned forward, more of hiswegathered face coming into the light. "They
ingst onit, just asthey had ingst on the journey. See what | mean about how important thisis?'

A dtrangetickle ran down the back of John's spine. Would Loabe on hisship? A strange reversd
from the last expedition, ajourney the Loahad protested, priestesses denouncing the attempt throughout
the waterfront. The Loa themsalves even came out of their Sx streetside buildings to stand on balconies
and show their displeasure.



"ThisLoatdl methat it go help you. Weredly need that.”
"Okay," John said. "Where the priestess?”’

Whedls squeaked. A divan poked forward through the door into the electric light. A Loas
comma-shaped body lay on the couch: awet, pink silhouette on the purple plush. Its stedl-tipped
tentacles dragged on the floor, pushing it forward.

"Thisisn't the same Loawe speak to earlier,” Haidan noted.

"l have not the need of atrandator,” the Loa hissed at them. The sound sent shivers down John's
shoulders. "My helper staysin the corridor.” The door shut. "Nor do | want any other than you to hear
my words." Clear eyes squinted in the light. The cresture looked around the room by shifting itsthick
upper body up onto atentacle to regard them.

"The Ma Wi Jung," it rasped. "Thelocation coordinates you have are correct. And you surmisethat it
can be used to stop Azteca correctly.”

"Good to know," Haidan said. "But what isit? How can we useit to stop the Azteca? And which Loa
areyou?'

"The one you spoketo isdead,” the Loasaid with asigh. "It is unimportant. This expedition faces an
obstacle. Y ou must redize that you are not capable of using the Ma Wi Jung. Y our technology, even if
closdy guided by us, ishundreds of years away in such regards. But my kind has an item that can be of
assistance. So we must work together.”

It held up asilver conein one of itstentacles and set it on the table. John picked it up and turned it
over. "How will thishelp us use the old-father artifact?

"If you follow the coordinates exactly, and dig through the ice to get to it, the entrance to the Ma W
Jung isan ova door, and on the left is a square box. Place this on the box. It will take aweek, maybe
two, but it will be able to open the Ma Wi Jung toyou," the Loasaid. "It will inform you whenitisable
to open the ship to you. Y ou can then tell it to open the ship to you.”

"But then what?' Haidan asked. "How they go use thisthing? What it go do?"

"l have not finished,” the Loasaid. "The Ma Wi Jung will need more than just you can provideit to
create apowerful wegpon. Our device will follow your commands. Y ou must tell it to force the Ma Wi
Jung to cometo Capitol City. Tell it, 'Khafou, fly this device back to Capitol City coordinates.’ You
must use that exact phrase. It has been pre-created for you to tell it to do that. Do you understand?’

John and Haidan nodded.

"Please repeat the command phrase,” the Loa said. John repeated it. The Loa settled farther into its
couch. "Good. Make sure you stand inside the doors when you say this. Y ou will return to the city where
we can share the power of the Ma Wi Jung'sfunctionswith you." It shifted its flabby body. "Remember,
you cannot control the Ma Wi Jung without us. Only together can we use Ma Wi Jung as aweapon. If
you try to do this by yourselves, or hide Ma Wi Jung from us, you will certainly suffer.”

Haidan |leaned forward again. "The Councilman Emil told Dihana Ma Wi Jung isaship, one that can
fly up past the sky," Haidan said to the Loa. "I listen to you speak, and it sound like you believe the same
thing. Isthat what thisthing is?"

The Loashifted. "l think so."
"Then how it go make awegpon?'



"If you had something that could take you anywherein theworld in minutes,” the Loasaid, "how
would you useit as awegpon?'

John |eaned forward while Haidan thought about that. "What exactly isthis?* John held up the cone
from thetable.

"I was born to be magter of languages for my kind and nothing more," the Loa explained, dmaost out of
breath with the sentence. It spoke asif it was not accustomed to so much effort. "My memory dimswith
the years, but | remember almost three hundred years. Some of us were grown for the purpose of
breaking into ancient machines and controlling them. They arethe Kha. That wasin the long years before
| was created, when there were machines to be controlled, and fought, and used. But no one has ever
needed Kha since then, and so they died. Only our master breeders kept the templates, in case they
were ever needed. We have nourished and raised this Khaever sncethe old prime minister died. We
teach it what little we know, we expose it to the ancient ones among uswho still remember things. It will
crack open the Ma Wi Jung when you arrive using old memories we have kept for it. It will let youin.”

"And bring the machine back to the city?* Haidan asked.

"Y es. Then we can study and use this machine to save us. Wewill do thistogether. We must examine
this machine together. Y ou must use the Khato bring it here, or wewill dl die when the Teotl attack.
And you must do this soon. Already one of us has been killed thisweek. It is untenable.”

The tentacles stirred, their metd tips clinking against the cement floor, and the whedled chair rolled out
of the room.

"Something ain't right." Haidan leaned forward in his chair to look closer at the cone of metd in John's
hand. "They been fighting metal technology for aslong as anyone can remember, now they want help us
bring it back. Strange change of mind."

"l imagine they want to survive." John had been transfixed watching the Loa. A second memory
returned to him. Digtrugt. It sat ugly in the pit of his ssomach. "They're staring deeth in the face.”

"Y eah. And they refuseto let us guard them. Something up.”

"They've been part of Capitol City for aslong as anyone can remember.” John puzzled through the
question himsdlf. Y ou might disagree with their advice, but haven't they dways hel ped the city?"

"Common interest,” Haidan said. "The Loadon't want be invade and that's the only thing | can pin
them down on. True, they ain't like we, and we don't know what they thinking, and we need be careful
out there, but they sill want the Aztecaaway from the city. | think that the only thing we can trust from
them.”

"Sothisis probably genuine." John stood up. He wanted to get out to the ship, check it over, make
sure al waswell. He needed to hide the L oa's Kha somewhere safe with the other papers he would use
to guide the mission north. And he wanted to get in motion before his own doubts and second guesses
could begin. "We should get moving, then.”

"Yesh"

John reached out with his good hand, keeping the Khaiin the crook of his elbow. Despite the metallic
sheen, it felt aswarm as hisown body. "Y ou're right though. If the Loawant thisthat bad, it probably is
going to be one hdl of an adventure.

Haidan stood up and grabbed John's good hand. "Good. | need you navigation and captain kills. You
the best. We lucky you madeit to the city.”



"The north won't be an easy place on men." John let go of Haidan's hand and gestured at his hook.

Haidan looked at the lesther straps. "Neither was Hope's Loss when you and me had pass through
there. | lucky to ill bedive."

They looked at each other, remembering others who had died in the jungle from whatever it was they
had walked into.

Only John hadn't been affected.

"At least," Haidan said thoughtfully, "we got a chance now. Before | were spitting in the dark, hoping
thiswould help we. Tota long-shot plan. Now | know for sureit agood thing. Y ou could make dl the
difference, John, if thisthing go let we hurt the Azteca something good.”

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

Far above Jerome the booming of waves against the rock was a distant and constant sound that
permesated every conversation, whisper, and sound in the underwater caves. Sometimes the water
flowing by the entrance to the cave would cool, and fog would creep in over the sand. Jerome would
huddle in apit of sand closeto the rocky walls. There he could fed the thud of water againgt the smdll of
his back.

The week went on, and Jerome redlized how long they would be here for. Troy and other men came
and went, diving out with scudder-fish to scout.

So Jerome explored the back of the large cavern while Troy was gone. He did it cautioudy, scared of
being yelled at. But no one did. Far from the fire and the green water-pool they couldn't see him.

With his hands Jerome felt hisway around the walls, waiting for his eyesto adjust to the dark. Within
several minutes of walking around the cavern, farther and farther from the flickering orange of campfires
and the steedy babble of hushed Frenchi voices, he encountered severd large lumps of meta sticking out
of the rock. FHlakes of corroded meta fell off when he brushed his hands over them.

"What you doing?" Sandy whispered.

Jerome legpt up, his heart thudded. "Why you following me?!

"Sorry. | just seeyou going off, so | thought | come over keep you company.”
She moved between him and the light and made a silhouette.

"l looking around. Y ou know wheat thisis?' Jerome took her hands and placed them on the metal
lumps. Her fingers scratched over the metal and flakes dropped to the sand.

"It old," said Sandy. "We don't have much time to explore when we does come out to the cave,
usudly.”

"S0o you never been herelong?'

"Actudly"—Sandy shifted, her slhouette Sitting down— "1 never been in herein thisone. There some
other small caves us children learn to dive into, but this one supersecret.”



"Oh. Then you know as much as me about this place.”
"l guess.”

Jerome moved dong the wall again. Sandy kicked sand around as she stood up to follow him. "You
didn't seem surprise,” Jerome said. "About the rusty metd "

"Nah. That in dl the cavethem | see. | don't know what they is."
Jerome walked aong. "Who made these?' he wondered aoud.

"The old-father. A placeto hide from the Azteca, deep below. Some say these thing go deeper and
stuff. No onereally know. Iscalled Tolor's Chimney. Iswhy we live out on the reef, ready to break
down and go under any moment.”

She grabbed Jerome's hand. He stopped and turned toward her shadow. "Y ou should talk to Troy.
Heknow dl this stuff good."

"Okay." Jerome turned to pull away from her, but Sandy held on.
"Jerome?!

" egh”

"No one here can see us”

Jerome's mouth dried out, and he stepped from foot to foot. Sandy stood right in front of him, her long
hair framed in dark shadows.

"You ever kiss?' Jerome asked.

"Y eah. One of the other boy them.”

"o

Jerome kicked &t the sand. "Don't mean | don't want kiss you, though.”

Sheleaned forward, and Jerome brushed her lipswith his, the puzzle of the rusty metal lumps
forgotten.

The sound of awoman yelling startled them. Dinner was ready. Now. She sounded impatient, and
Jerome knew that if he missed eating now, he would not get anything later.

They both paused for a second, looked at each other, then ran across the dark sand toward the
flickeringfire.

Jerome soon redlized that the old ladies were kegping up with him. Every haf hour they would step
around the camp with agood idea of who was where. And if he was missing, out in the dark edges of the
massive cavern, they would give him astern sermon. "What you doing over there, boy? Y ou ain't scared
the dark or nothing? Stay close to we fire so we see you. We go cook up some hot soup for al of you."

So his expeditions were quick, and hurried. But Jerome found that each of the metal lumpswas
spaced severd feet apart. There were four of them at the back of the cavern, and if he spread hisarms,
he could reach two &t the sametime.

There were no buttons or levers on them. Nothing but featureless lumps of metal. He wished he had a
torch.



On many of hisexcursons he waited for Sandy to catch up to him. They had ten minutes before the
old ladieswould check up on them, calling out their names.

It was enough time for him to discover agreat deal about kissing.

On the tenth day since Brungstun fell, Jerome sat on achair of sand by the edge of the water. A smaller
fire crack-led next to him, and he sat with astick poking at it. Fog rose off the water.

"Y ou been exploring?' Troy asked. Troy sat cross-legged across from him, back from scouting.
"Around the edge of the cavern?’

"Yeah," Jerome admitted. " So what them thing is? The metd thing?'

"Mmm." Troy poked at embers, stirring up pieces of ash that flew around in circlesand landed in the
sand. "Not any of the Frenchi remember what it redlly is; they think this a secret placeto hide." Troy got
up. "Comewith me"

Hewalked across the sand, into the dark, without even alight. Jerome struggled to follow him.

They reached thewall, and one of the metal humps. Troy placed his hand over it. It glowed, and the
rock in front of them scraped aside. There was dark now, but not the darkness of rock. An unlit
passageway indde therock. A tunndl.

Troy waked forward. Hisvoice came from in front of Jerome, who could hardly see. Troy grabbed
his shoulder. "Come, child, | ain't go do nothing to you, but | have to show you something.”

Jerome stepped in—and jumped as the rock closed back behind him.

Eerie green lightslit up along afloor, and he could see Troy standing in front of him. Troy's eyeswere
al gray for amoment, atrick of the light, Jerome thought, and then Troy blinked.

They walked agood hundred feet, and then into aroom. There was a desk and two chairs. Troy
walked over and sat down with asigh.

"I come every year." He motioned for Jerometo St. "Make sure everything work ill."

"What isthis?' Jerome asked, till in shock. He sat with athump. The chair wasn't too soft or hard.
Hisspine digned just right.

"Protected bunker,” Troy said.
Jerome looked around. "' For the old-father them?"
Troy nodded. "For me. | am aold-father."

"But..." It wouldn't take that long, Jerome redlized, to become comfortable with that idea. Hed met
Pepper. Theideathat men like this existed was becoming a part of Jerome's new understanding of the
world.

"l dmost four hundred year old,” Troy said. "I cometo Nanagada To retire. Pretty land, good fishing,
some garden. They tell me | could have any land anywhere. | choose to settle down near other
Caribbean people-them.”

"The Frenchi don't know you a old-father?"

"I change me last name, claim to be me own son. TheredwaysaTroy here. Plus, the Frenchi isthe



Frenchi because of me."
"What you mean?’

"Most of the Frenchi me descendant, from a couple wife mefirst while here. That why | single now.
Can't marry me own family.”

Jerome looked around. It wasincredible. "Why you tell methis?*

Troy leaned on the desk, and Jerome looked down ét it. There were screens of glassin it, he noticed
for thefirg time.

"Because of you father, Jerome. He like me. He old-father."
"No." Jerome shook hishead. "My dad can't bethat," he protested.

"Think about it. In al you life, you ever see you father age? 'Y ou see any picture of him when hefirst
came here? Helook exactly the same. But you mom, Shanta, you seethe gray in she hair?"

Jerome sat there. "'If you know them thing, you been lying al along.” Helooked up a Troy. "You
could have hdp him. Y ou could have show him dl this. Why wait? He hurt so much, not having he

memory!"

Troy avoided Jerome's accusative glare. 'l make achoice, Jerome. | can't give he he memory back, al
| could doistdl him thing. And getting tell thing ain't memory. | could have been lying for al he had
know." Troy took adeep breath. "Y ou father did something, something redlly, redlly hard to do. | think
the memory of it, it probably amost kill him. | believe for himsdf to survive, heforget it dl. A way of
defense. And you think | could force them memory back without something bad happening? No. | stay
quiet, watch him, and make sure that if them memory start coming back, | would be hereto help.” Troy
leaned back in his chair. "But maybe | was mistake. | done sneak into Brungstun for anight, and | can't
sdf find him. And even he makeit out and head for Capitol City, | ill worry about him. Some of the
Councilmenin Capital City doesknow he il dive, and they might try and tel him thing that go bring
back he nightmare-them.”

Jerome shifted. "What nightmare? What go be so horrible?!
Troy looked across the smooth, shiny desk at him.

"| four hundred year old, Jerome. And | had spend most of that time free. | had come to Nanagada
and were able to do anything | want. Even after Hope's Loss, when most of al we technology and
machinefal and stop, even then, | could till live hereintheidand. But imagineif you wastrap, trap
somewherefor most of dl that time, and you was awake the whole time. Can you imaginebeingina
small room like thisherefor three hundred year, or even something smaler?!

Jerome looked around. Just thistimein the cavern had been hard for him.

"Imagine hundred and hundred year of being trap in asmall thing, not much larger than thisroom. That
iswhy you father don't remember nothing. And | wouldn't ether, if | were him."

Troy got up. "l have more, Jerome. But not now. | go let you have thistime to adjust, seen?"
"Seen.” Jerome nodded, shaken.

Everything around him was changing. His perception of his dad, something that had always been
unshakable and st in stone, was now shattered.

"Okay, good,” Troy said. "Now, put you hand here, on the desk.”



Jerome did so0. The desk flashed and blinked a green square.

"Now, if Aztecafind we, and you need to escape, put you hand on the pandl out there, like | had
done, and it go let you in now. It didn't before, but | told it you alowed in. Understand? | want you to
stay safe. There awhole bunch of passage in here, place for you hide and escape, okay?"

Dad was old-father. Dad was hundreds of years old.
"Okay," Jerome said.
What did al thismean?

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

Oaxyctl scrambled up aset of ropes, not daring to look down. The steady pace of ablimp was
preferable to this. The rope netting under hisfeet swung loosaly, and the whole boat pitched.

"Hurry, hurry,” the man at the top yelled down a him.

They said the steamer needed sailsto help it dong. He didn't understand that; either they had an engine
or they did not. Oaxyctl saw sails and masts only as another mess of linesto trip over.

"Look him go!" Someone cackled from the other mast. "Slow like the turtle. Be steady, you might win
therace yet!"

Oaxyctl looked down at the deck far beneath him. Hisfeet dipped and he dangled in the netting.
At thisrate hewasgoing to die.

What el se could he do but this? Oaxyctl thought about that question on anumber of different levels.
He had to stay by John deBrun'sside. Thistimeif a chance presented itself, he would strike. He could
gpirit John away in alifeboat, though Oaxyctl knew nothing about sailing.

The luck of the Ocedlotl had struck him with avengeance.

Oaxyctl closed his eyes. The ropes burned into hiswrists where he hung, and the sun blazed down on
his neck.

"Youdl right?'

Someone scrambled down next to him. Another set of feet shook the ropes, and hands grabbed him
from ether side. Oaxyctl opened hiseyes. The man in front of him winked. "We hereto help.”

"Thank you." Oaxyctl waslifted up. He grabbed the netting, balancing his feet, free once more.
"No," said the man. "We hereto help you." Helet go of Oaxyctl.

Oaxyctl understood. The man didn't ook Tolteca, but maybe he'd been raised on the other side. One
didn't have to be brown-skinned to believe in the gods. "How do you know?" Oaxyctl asked.

"Severa god cameto the city.” The man pointed at the harbor water. "Came for we. Told we, 'Be



ready, to join this expedition." Some of we couldn't get through, some did. Like you, we ain't leave the
ship sincejoining. But we waswaiting for you. Y eah. We know who you is."

"Thank you." Oaxyctl's heart dropped. A god? Here in Capitol City? Were they everywhere?

Any thoughts of trying to give up on hisresponsbility, even though he was trgpped on this boat and
amost powerless, dissipated. He was il trapped, he till had the god's bidding to follow.

"Hey," the man said. "What a tlacateccatl is?'
"A leader of men," Oaxyctl said. "Like acommander.”

The man nodded. "That good. | go be aleader of men, with much gold and women for me, when this
al done" He grinned. Oaxyctl wanted to ask his name, but he jumped up the rigging away from him
toward the top.

Oaxyctl followed with alighter heart. He had hidden dlies on board. How many, he didn't know. Now
he had to be aware, come up with a plan, and figure out who was who aboard this ship.

When Oaxyctl reached the top of the mast, three men lounged around the steel crow'snest. "Y ou
makeit."

"Comein."

As Oaxyctl crawled over the strips of metdl, he saw a skiff approaching. It was decorated with
ribbons and bright yellow and red paint. "What's going on?"

"| think it getting time for we launch thisboet for red,” they said. "That the minister boat.”

The man closest to Oaxyctl, the same one who had helped him up, looked out over the water. "L ook
a them." He pointed with his head.

Oaxyctl followed the nod, puzzled. A hugeflatillaof dinghies, smal sailboats, and bargesfilled with
people were gpproaching them.

"Who arethey?'

Everyone shrugged.

Below them Oaxyctl saw the minister getting out, alady dressed in red. Behind her others climbed out,
including John deBrun. John deBrun wore anew blue uniform, had an extrastep in hisstride, and his
hook had been polished so that the sun seemed to strike it and flash at every opportunity.

Hewas in John deBrun's world now, Oaxyctl redized. It would be ahard journey.

But Oaxyctl had the gods on his side, he realized, looking up at the sun and the man by hisside. And
he was a strong man. He would triumph here, and honor the gods.

He would obtain the secret codes from John deBrun. He could till do this and bring them back to the
god.

Oaxyctl believed it. He hung on to it.



CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

Dihana accepted two crewmen's hands to help her up to the ladder and smdll stage floating by the
geamship. La Revanche, she whispered.

"Areall these boats out here for the christening?' she asked.
"l don't know," Haidan replied.

John, looking every bit the captain he was, walked down the deck, inspecting everything, nodding at
various crew who stood to attention.

Just over twenty years ago sheld first met John deBrun when he'd headed off to the northlands. HeEd
even made land, before being forced to turn back for lack of food and supplies. Hed Ieft with two hands
and returned with one. Heleft Capitol City for Brungstun after that to rest and recover and never came
back.

"Wish | wasgoing," Haidan grunted. He wore a beige trench coat that flapped in thewind. Dihana
noticed the pair of gunsin leather holsters on each hip. ™Y ou know | put my best mongoose-man on this
trip?" She chose not to say anything. "My notes. My expedition. Hard to let go, you know?' He spit over
the side, then wiped hislipswith ahandkerchief.

John walked back down toward them.
"What exactly are we doing today?' Dihana asked.

"We have aquick affair.”" John grinned. "Haidan objected to the long one. Too many people off and on
the ship.”

"We should proceed, then,” Dihanasaid.
"Yes let's”

John walked aft to where the steering whedl loomed out of the deck. A protectivewall of wood and
steel boxed in the area, though she noticed holes had been set at the bottom to allow water to drain.

Three men cirdled him. John introduced them in turn. "Barclay, my commander.” Thetal maninablue
uniform nodded and shook Dihana's offered hand. "Harrison, lieutenant commander.” Dihana shook
another hand. "And our mongoose mgjor, Avasa" Avasa, athin Hindi, gave a short bow. Haidan spoke
highly of the man'sfighting skills. Hewould lead the fifteen mongoose-men aboard.

A lot of shouting ensued, from al sides. John started, the crew took it up. People moved ropes and
the three stacks bel ched smoke. The moorings were tossed away, with sailors keeping a careful eye on
where the ropes floated.

For these few moments Dihanawas just an observer. No one even looked at her; everyone had their
own dutiesto take care of.

She watched them all get the ship under way. It picked itsway around the harbor, dodging anchored
fishing vessds and large, bobbing mooring balls.



Haidan walked up the side and sat far up toward the front of the ship. Dihanawalked aong the deck,
careful not to let her feet hit any of the menacing toe-height cleats on the deck. She grabbed therailing,
the varnished wood smooth under her hand.

"Ameazing ship," shesad.
Haidan looked out over the shiny rail at the harbor water.
"Hopefully amazing enough,” he said.

Dihanasat next to him on the roof of acabin, not far from alarge hatch and set of stairsbuilt into the
dde of thecahin.

"Itisn't our only hope, Haidan. We have defenses, the city walls. The Aztecawill die of diseasein ther
camps. It will take ayear for them to breach the city.”

"Wejust buying time. Maybe if we hold out long enough the Azteca go give up. But if they never gave
up trying to get over the mountain-them, what make you think they go give up here? How many will they
sacrifice to wait we out?"

Dihanafolded her arms againgt the faint wind and concentrated on the quiet feding of La Revanche
moving forward with afaint shiver. Then the boat's motion changed.

Haidan cocked hishead. "Wereverang."

Screams came from the side, and three shots. Haidan stood up and moved in front of Dihanato
protect her. Helooked over therail.

"They everywhere," he shouted.
Dihana pushed past him to look down.

A flotillaof smdl barges, dinghies, peoplein kayaks, and rafts had assembled in front of La Revanche
. People with bags by their sides waved. M ongoose-men stood aong the side of the steamer, weapons
drawn.

"Take mewith you," an old lady cried, asmall chest by her feet. "Please don't leave dl of we, Minigter.
Them Aztecago kill we."

The silence broke. The flotilla threatened, pleaded, demanded, begged, to leave Capitol City. Some
cursed them for leaving, and some sat and stared at her with empty, hopeless eyes. Dihana stood at the
railling in front of hundreds of Capitol City people looking to flee.

"Thisisno good,” shetold Haidan. "Give me abottle of wine to smash against the bow. Let us christen
this ship now. Tomorrow morning, early early, before the sun rise and anyone redlize what happened, the
ship mug leave.”

"Seen." Haidan'slocks swayed and he turned around to find a bottle of something for her to smash.
The ceremony would be done quicker than anyone had planned.

"What amess." Dihanawanted off the boat, to show the people of Capitol City shewasn't running
anywhere. She grabbed her skirt and grabbed one of the thick ropes hanging from the mast. With agrunt
she pulled hersdf up to stand on the rail where everyone could see her.

"What you doing?' Haidan asked.
The boat, not ship, shetold hersdlf, rocked. Not enough to drop her into the water as long as she kept



agood grip on the rope.

"Weain't going nowhere," Dihana shouted asloud as she could, changing her speech to addressthe
large crowd. It waslike being ayoung girl again, when she had made the rhythms of her words sound
oneway for her father, and then another for her friends she met in the Ministerial Gardens. "No one going
nowherel"

Theflotillaquieted down.

"Thisship hereafighting ship," Dihanaydled. "Ain't no running ship. Y ou hear? Ain't no one running
here. When Azteca come, | go stand up on thewall looking down at them me-sdif, just like any of you.

"Aztecalooking for living sacrifice for they god-them. And | don't intend on letting them walk into
Capital City.

"So don't be ganging up on this ship. If you want leave, the gates of the city out there." Dihana pointed
back inland. " Or through Grantie's Arch you-self, on any of you boat. But not on this one. This boat
dready got amission.”

Sheturned and held out an empty hand.

"Hand methe bottle," she demanded. Haidan stood under her, asmall smile cracking the edges of his
mouth anyway. He handed her a cheagp green bottle of ale.

"Here," Dihanashouted. "I christen thisboat La Revanche. They tell methis name means revenge in
some old language of the old-father. May it live true to its name then, and help al of we bring fear back
out of Capitol City to the Azteca." She smashed the bottle againgt therail, covering Haidan in cheap
dchohal.

When she clambered down, Haidan took her arm. ™Y ou remind me of you dad. Decisive leader.
Never someoneto cross.”

Dihana stepped over broken glass. The last thing she wanted today was to be compared to her father.
He had known about Ma Wi Jung for dl she knew. He must have needed something important from the
Loato not try to get to the north.

Maybe something like what the Loagave John for hisjourney. Haidan told her John haditin asafein
his cabin, and that none of the crew knew about the device that would get the Ma Wi Jung to work. But
if the Loahad been getting this device ready, maybe her dad had not been so misguided as she had

thought.
This possibility shook her abit.

"Come, we need to head for shore." Dihana gathered hersdlf. " Get as many boatsto follow usin as
possible. Haidan, get your men out there to Sign up fighters from the men on these boats. Any of these
people could help usfight the Azteca."

Haidan pulled the collar of hiscoat up. "Well, for better or worse we commit now."

Dihanalooked him straight in the eye. "One man who has been north. One gift from the Loa. It only
takes one thing, Haidan, one thing."

Haidan nodded. "1 know."

Just before they |eft, Dihana dowed down to meet John deBrun one last time. She shook his good
hand. It was anyone's guess as to what would happen next, she thought, on their rocky voyage. But it



wasout of dl of their hands. They had acity to defend now.
"Good luck, Captain,” she said. "Y ou're on you own now."
"Thank you, Prime Minigter," John replied.

And then she was helped back over the side of the boat, to the cheers of the ragtag armadaall around
them.

CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

The warm hues of the morning sun lined the edge of the eastern ocean's reflections, while in the other
direction the world remained dark asthey left. Grantie's Arch dipped past La Revanche, and the crew
gpoke in tired morning whispers, going about their duties. A small cooking fire spread the smell of coffee
around the deck.

Thiswasthe best timeto leave, John thought. He stood off in the corner of the rear cockpit, watching
the two hedmsmen pull a thewhed.

John held acup of coffeein hisgood hand and kept his hook tucked underneath his other arm, yet il
vishble. It gave him credibility among many of the fishermen sallorsthat crewed La Revanche. He liked
that.

The steamship was fast. The deck thrummed under hisfeet asthey surged out from Capitol City's
watery gates.

They cleared the breakwater walls, ajumbled pile of rock protecting Grantie's Arch from the worst of
the Northern Seawesather. La Revanche began to pitch.

"Sals" John ordered. "Full canvadl™

The word passed down in scratchy voices. Three teams|legpt up the netting to unfurl the sails. The
canvas dropped down with a pleasant scratching sound, then a snap as the booms bounced at their end.

"That's better,” someone muttered. The ship's bucking steadied into adow swaying asthe sallsfilled
and therigging creaked tight. John took asip of coffee. Already Grantie's Arch looked just large enough
to walk through.

A few smdl fishing boats bounced near mooring bals of different colors, pulling up wicker fish traps.
The fishermen waved at them.

Evenin the face of impending war, some things went on.

After severd hoursof clipping aong, thewalls of Capitol City dipped beneath the horizon. By that
time the cooks had served alate breskfast for severa sailors. Most of the mongoose-men lined up
againg therails, hung on for grim life, and puked their guts out.

Thiswas not the heady adventure of hislast trip over two decades ago. A lot of timelay between here
and then; six years of marriage to Shanta, and thirteen years raising Jerome. The memories threatened to
overwhelm him. John looked at the rolling waves and pushed it dl away.



Hewondered if that passage of time had matured him for this second attempt or made him too soft to
pull it off. He knew the dangers of theice and the cold thistime.

Thistime the stakes were higher than he could ever have imagined.

CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

A ragamuffin woke Dihanaat sunriseto tell her the Coun-cilmen had fled. She ordered him to find
Haidan. She wanted a squad to hunt them down.

By the time she was having amidmorning breskfast of sausage, eggs, and some fresh milk, Haidan hed
the Coun-cilmen rounded up.

"They wasin Toltecatown," Haidan said.

Emil was bound with rope. He sat down at the table across from her, and Dihana put her fork down.
The other Councilmen stood outside in the hallway, sullen, mongoose-men with guns eyeing them.

"Get up,” she snapped.

Emil did so, with astartled look.

"Takethem out to the gate," she said. "Walk them out into the jungle, and leave them there.”
"Dihana" Emil garted aplea

"Toyou, | an Prime Minister. Or Miss Minister."

Someone coughed.

Haidan stood till and looked at them. ™Y ou want know what they was doing? Wefind them . . ."

Dihanashook her head, picked her fork back up, and sipped from her glass of milk. "They are no use
to me. They don't understand the old-father's technologies. They barely understand the history that got us
here, from what the Preservationists who talk to them have said. They hide what little they know from
me." Dihana shrugged. "Therefore they are usdess.”

"Y ou got to understand.” Emil put his hands down on the table. "We were trader. Nothing big. Some
of wewas just young then. None of wewasin charge, or in the military fighting the Tetol. We was just
here, in the city, when it al happened. And we had never leave."

"Tedl Haidan what you were doing, maybe helll have the heart not to throw you out of the city."
Haidan glowered at them.

"Wetak to some Aztecapy here” Emil mumbled. " Give them information for the guarantee that we
ain't go be sacrifice when they come.” He held histied hands up to hisface and scratched his nose.

"What information?" Dihana asked. That they had betrayed everyone like this did not surprise her.
They had aready shaken her once before, she refused to let them affect her again.



"Wetdl them you set up an expedition north again.”

Dihanafinished her eggs. "Y ou'retraitors.” She put down her fork with aclink. "Now you tell me how
much of atraitor you are? What do you expect to get from me?”"

"No, look," Emil said. "We had talk about it along time. We refuse to give the Azteca anything that go
makethecity fall. That way, if the city win, we okay and hdpingit. But if it fal . .. You see? So thefirst
thing we had tell them were about thistrip north. It probably go fail like the other one. It were no big
secret. Only onetrip ever make it, and that were because—"

"DeBrun captained it," Dihanasaid. "He aso captainsthisone.”
"What?' The shock in Emil's voice was genuine. It made Dihanaflinch. The other Councilmen swore.

Emil's knees buckled, and he leaned against the table.

"DeBrun dive," hewhispered. "He divel" Then helooked up.
Now Dihanawasinterested. "What isthis al about?’

"John deBrun were the leader of the fight againgt the first Teotl. When he cameto Capitol City, twenty
year ago, we thought we was save. Until we find out he have no memory anymore. Nothing since he
wash up in Brungstun. We thought him going north would help him get he memory back, but the mission
fal." Emil looked frustrated. "Maybe thiswould have help him with he memory. But now heintrouble.”

Dihanastood up. "Lock them up," shetold Haidan. "Just get them out of trouble.”

Late last night Harford and Mdair had gone silent. The Aztecawere on the Triangle Tracks. Now this.
She walked out to her balcony, looking down the street toward the harbor. She could just see Grantie's
Arch, and through that, she could see adiver of the ocean. We're tearing oursel ves gpart back herein
the city, she thought, and the Azteca haven't even gotten to within firing distance of the walls.

Good luck out there.

PART THREE
THE NORTHLANDS

CHAPTER FORTY-S X

They had sailed for just over aweek dready. La Revanche plunged forward, taking the northern seas
wave by pounding wave. The ship lurched every few hours when alarge wave smacked her from an odd
angle, but the bow, again and again, ripped out the other sde of awall of dark wave, and water would
race down the decks and drain off.



It was arhythm, though John wished he could speed it up. Every week was aweek that the city faced
the Aztecawithout him.

It took two days before the most vulnerable, the mongoose-men, gained their sealegs. Another day
had passed before the last of them stopped throwing up. By that time the sdlt in the air coated everything.
Thefine patina of crystals made a scraping sound whenever someone ran their hand down arail.

By now everyone had an inkling of what long sea voyages were about. Bad wesather, incredible
drenching seas, and storms. Dried foods, weevily foods, and bilge rat patrol. Cockroaches, canned
vegetables, and one orange aday, just in case. The ocean killed here, no longer afriend like behind the
protective barrier resfsjust off Brungstun.

John stood on a cabin top, the steamship pitching dowly under hisfeet. Oaxyctl walked up the deck
and stopped next to him.

"How are you taking this?' John moved over next to him at therail, which John waked up and down,
up and down, every day. It had been a sudden decision to ask the mongoose-man to come, but John
remembered the way Oaxyctl had been treated on the street. That would not be repeated on this ship.
Oaxyctl had saved hislife, John owed him as much as the man would accept.

"l don't think my stomach will ever forgive me."

John flexed hiskneesto stand straight in respect to the horizon and smiled. Revanche gimballed under
him. "Giveit another week . . ."

A smdl rogue wave broke the ocean's rhythm, dapping the ship's side and throwing up spray that
struck them both. The water dripped from John's waterproofed coat, but asmdl rivulet snuck in under
his collar and trickled down his back.

"Gods." Oaxyctl gripped therailing. "Another week."

"You'l get used toit." John folded hisarms. Aslong asone didn't think about al the time they were
using up.

"What do you to passtime?’
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"Knots?'

""'Some men can afford books to bring with them and trade them once they're read,” John said. "Others
learn crafts. Knots are agood start. Whittling fish bonesinto naked women is another.”

Oaxyctl snorted. He looked at John and let go of the railing with one hand and swayed with the boat a
bit, trying toimitate.

"| guessthisisnt too different than some of the long shiftsin the lower mountains,” Oaxyctl said.
"At seayou are your own worst enemy.”

"That istheway it works anywhere." Oaxyctl shuffled hisfeet ashelost his baance. He looked
through the scuppers at the shifting landscape of water. "I'm far from home, John. Far from home."

“Longly?

Oaxyctl nodded. "I fed like | have no friends, no family, no onewho caresif | wereto fal off the sde
of thisboat."



"It'saship,” John corrected him. "But, yes, | understand.” Out hereit waslike an dien land wherethe
horizon never ended and the land congtantly shifted and broke over itsdlf.

Alien world. That impression bubbled right up through John's subconscious. It was one of many
different images and fedings that had been surfacing since the voyage started. He resented them, though.
Hed been trying to hold pictures of Shantaand Jeromein his head. Theweird fedings stirring in his gut
scared him. He hadn't had such digtinct fedings since washing up in Brungstun and waking up with
nightmares. Why now?

Every night the memories of Shantaand Jerome grew softer, shattered by the still-gtriking nightmares
of images that had once haunted him before hisfamily had cometo him. Images of the spiked egg
dripping water were John's most prevaent dreams.

It wasthat, and acongtant fedling of being aone with dark nothingness around him for unimaginable
distances, that woke him up swegting in the night now.

"Qaxyctl, be honest with me. What will happen to my family in Brungstun?' John asked.

"Y our wife, if sheislucky, will beworking asaservant.” Oaxyctl lifted ahand to brush away one of
his dark bangs. He blinked. Another wave dap and helost his baance, stting down roughly on the deck.
John crouched next to him. "I do not know what they will do with your boy, asthereareseverd . . .
festivalsto the gods that approach.”

John leaned his head back against the cabin and sat down completely. "Festivals? They sacrifice
peoplefor these, right?"

Oaxyctl didn't reply. But the sllence meant assent.

John ground histeeth. "Why?" he demanded. "Why the blood?"

"Itisn't that we, they, hate life. They adoreit. They treasureit. It isthe holiest gift of al.”
"Sowhy . .." Inthedistance, from under the decks, afaint yell.

"What would you offer your god?' Oaxyctl asked. "The mud from the bottom of ariver? Or the holiest
gift of al?1 have seen versesthat say the gift of human lifeisaholy deed. Is not that one of the tenets of
the christianswho live on thissde of the mountains?’

"That isaperverse comparison.” La Revanche changed her heading, John thought. Therolling felt
different. He stood up.

"Perverse?' Oaxyctl raised hisvoice. "No more than any other rligion. What religion doesn't have a
strong connection to blood? The V odun and chrigtian faiths ask for blood in one way or another. Y ou
have othersaswell. What god do you worship? | am sure you will find some strange, if not horrific,
practice there.”

"I don't worship any gods.” John stepped forward down the deck and looked around, trying to see
through the boom and sailsin hisway. Something waswrong. A random wave struck thesideand La
Revanche leaned far over. Things did and banged around. Down through one of the hatches, sailors
swore and things broke.

Oaxyctl looked around. "What's wrong?'

An explosion ripped through the rear hatches from inside. John ran forward to the nearest hatch,
conversation forgotten. He legpt down the companionway, shoving aside amongoose-man &t the
bottom.



Smoke billowed forward at him. Hadley, wearing nothing but pants and carrying apistol in his hand,
grabbed John'sarm.

"I think | catch the man who donethis," Hadley reported. "A stowaway. But the explosion kill three
crew."

"We can't eer, and we taking on water serious,” someone yelled from in the smoke.
Sabotage.
"Keep dl the hatches open.” John coughed, eyes watering from smoke. "L et me see who did this.”

Two bulky fishermen in dirty coverdls pulled what looked like amongoose-man with long dreadlocks
forward. "I know you!" John grabbed the man's chin and stared him in the eye. "At Granties Arch, on the
footbridge. Pepper?’ John tried to recall al the impressions he had gathered that night for some sort of
concluson.

"Good afternoon.” Pepper pulled a one of the fishermen, forcing them to stagger. Hadley raised his
gun in warning. Pepper looked at them. His face was black with cordite, his dreads singed. He'd been
lucky to livethrough the blast.

He's holding himself back, John thought. He could see it in the body language. Pepper was dangerous.

But he dready knew that. He didn't have to look for it, John had known it the second held first seen
Pepper. It sat with certainty in John's gut. "Get him tied up and locked away. Well ded with him later.”
They didn't have the time right now. They needed to fix the damage quickly, get back under way. Then
they could think about thet.

Pepper stared at him.
"Should kill he dead now," one of the fishermen said.
"Don't do anything stupid, John," Pepper said, hisvoiceicy.

"I'm not sure who you are, exactly," John snapped. "So don't call me by my first name.” To Hadley he
sad, "Put himin the brig, we have other thingsto worry about first."

"A brig?'

Hadley and John stared at each other.

"Lock himinaroom. Anywhere. Y ou have aplacelike that?"

Hadley nodded. "A brig," he repeated, rolling the word around.

It was aword that came easily to John. It mustn't be used much in the northern parts, John thought.
"Come." Hadley kept the gun aimed at Pepper.

John waked past them into the dowly clearing smoke. Near the rear of the hold, water rushed in,
creating puddles he stepped in. Two men lay bloodied and dead on the ground, one missing aface, just a
pink, shredded pulp of askull facing the hull.

"Who can hold their breasth?" John yelled back at the smoke. They would have to repair thisnow. A
sheet of meta welded on and some struts, but first they had to pull something over the cracked hull on
the outside, some watertight canvas. John hoped the explosion had not damaged Edward's machinery for
the treads they would need to travel over the northernice,



And Pepper.

Hewould talk to him later, after this crisis was taken care of

CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

Two mongoose-men hastily cleared asail locker to the fore of the ship, then ripped Pepper's coat from
him, throwing it asde. They yanked free any weapons and knives they found including his binoculars.
Then they tied hiswrists behind him with rope and pushed Pepper into the locker. They put alock onthe
datted wooden door and took up positions on either side to guard him.

Annoying.

Pepper watched through the gapsin the wooden door as men ran around. La Revanche pitched
madly until John ordered a sea anchor, alarge canvas parachute with sparsthat forced its throat open,
thrown off the back of the ship. That got the ship facing downwind with the waves.

Two men with ropestied to their waists legpt over to guide ropes and canvasto sedl off the leak.

Pepper flexed until the rope around his arms popped. With hisarms still behind him he dug hisfingers
into hisforearm. He could fed skin resis, but he forced histhumbnail down until warm blood dripped
onto the coils of sat-crusted rope and spare sailcloth underneath him.

He kept digging until he found a sharp edge and pinched it between histhumb and forefinger. He
pulled out a dender tube.

Pepper kept it, ftill bloodied, in hisleft free hand, waiting. Hisright boot rested againgt the lower lip of
the door, ready to kick out outward.

The redl saboteur would have to come and try to kill Pepper. The crude dart gun ripped from under
his forearm would take care of any unwanted visitors. And from the brig Pepper had agood view of the
entire deck.

The hours passed. It didn't look asif La Revanche was sinking, though Pepper could hear the thrum of
the pumps sucking water out over the side and the spitting of welding. The seahad calmed, and they
drifted into the evening. Pepper remained dert, peering out through the dats, ready.

The figure that came up the deck wasn't the saboteur, but John deBrun, easily recognizable dueto his
hook. John squatted near the edge of the sail locker. ™Y ou say you didn't do it. What proof do you
have?'

"What proof do you havethat | did sabotage your ship?' Pepper said. "No one stopped to ask this."
Pepper had been hibernating in the bottom rear of the ship in a storage area, near the rudder cables,
when one of the crew had snuck back to attach something near the rudder and hull.

"True." Through the datsthis close, Pepper could see only John's eyes. "But you're the sSsowaway."

Pepper shifted, right boot on the door, dart gun in his other hand. The blood on hisarm had dried and
clotted. The skin by the gash quivered, repairing itself. "John, you've got worries. Y ou're worrying about



me, but I'm actualy the least of your many issues. Y ou have people aboard this ship who don't want it to
reach your destination. And there's an even bigger problem about to bite your ass."

"And what isthat?'

"There are Azteca ships out here hunting you. The bomb wasn't supposed to go off for another couple
of days, when we got closer to the Lantails." Pepper had woken up, groggy, and surprised the first
crewman. He'd killed him, but didn't get to the second until held triggered the bomb. The concussion il
hurt. And now Pepper's life was even more complicated. That annoyed him even more.

"Azteca don't have ocean-worthy ships,” John said.
"They do now," Pepper said. "The Teotl have helped.”
"And how do you know this?'

"Bars"

"Bars?'

"Barsare your first avenues of locating information, John. Y ou know this. With my ears, | hear dl the
gossip, the truth, the confessions made into rags and beer mugs: there are two deep-ocean fishing boats
missing in the Lan-tail 1dands and one Sghting of astrange new-looking ship by city fishermen. They've
petitioned for protection, but no one believes them. And then thereisthe matter of the Teotl | happened
to catch and torture in Capitol City that told me there are three big ships out here, John, waiting for you.”

"Y ou'retrying to get usto turn around and give up.”

"If I'd wanted that, | would have killed everyone on board during any of thefirst few nightsat seaand
burned the ship. Y ou might not remember things, but listen to my voice and tel me | wouldn't have." John
was quiet. "About those ships," Pepper continued. "When they try to stop us, you should let me out.
They won't sink this ship; they'll try to board. They want to capture you."

"I'm not letting you out.”

"Okay. I've spent lots of time in confined spaces . . . and getting out of them. Just make sureto feed
mewdl."

"Where do you remember me from?" John asked. "How do you really know me?'

Pepper put afinger through the dat and wiggled it. Y our reaction to that information, without your
memoriesto guide and back you up, would get in my way. Y ou'd call meinsane. Weve got enough
difficulty hereasitis, why add toit?"

What would he say? Hi, John, you're hundreds of years old. Y ou once navigated between the stars,
now you're mucking about on a steam-powered toy boat on asmall planet cut off from the rest of the
human race.

Better to wait.

"How did you get aboard?' John crossed his arm and hook over each other. "We had guards and
ships cordoning La Revanche off."

"l swam." Pepper had |eft the Teotl's submarine on the bottom of the harbor to snesk up the side of
the ship.

"What makes you think | don't dready believe you're crazy?'



Pepper pulled hisfinger out from between the dats and rearranged the ropes behind him so that he
could lean back comfortably. He could see John's arms through the dats as John turned to walk away.

"By theway, John, Jeromeis safe.”

John turned and pointed his hook at Pepper. "If youre—"

"He'swith the Frenchi. Hell be safe.” Pepper settled back farther in the darkness of the locker.
"And Shanta?'

"Y our wife? 1| did not meet her. Sorry."

John walked over to therail, his back to Pepper. "If you're messing with my head, Pepper, | swear I'll
throw you overboard.”

"Okay."

John let go of the railing and walked away. Pepper |eaned back for ashort nap, but as dways, half of
him remained aert. John deBrun had no memories, Pepper thought as he drifted. It made sense that John
might have done something dradtic like that.

Pepper had spent almost 298 years trapped in a near-dead escape pod before landing on Nanagada.
Both he and John had expected the pulse that had shut down civilization. It wasthat or |et the Teotl own
them. They had aso expected it would be a decades-long journey back from the destroyed wormholes
intiny, barely functioning vehicles that they'd hardened to survive the pulse. But things went wrong, and
instead of decades, they saw centuries. They both had the modifications, and the pods the recycling
equipment, needed to hunker down for that kind of time, though.

It had dmost driven Pepper mad. Apparently John suffered aswell.

Pepper spent months after arriving on Nanagada catching up on the changes and trying to hunt down
John. He'd thought he was close when held arrived in Brungstun, but the Aztecainvaded. HeEd thought
he was close in Capitol City, when he tracked John down, but John didn't remember athing.

Now he was on a steamship with John going north, but John didn't have a clue asto why thiswasdl
SO important.

Apparently the Loaremembered the Ma Wi Jung, though, and had ordered an expedition. That they'd
chosen John to lead it meant they knew something about his past. The Teotl knew something about John.
Pepper knew alot about John. Everyone knew something about John's past except John.

Damn annoying that he would find John dive and that John wouldn't even know who either of them
was.

Still, theright people were going to the right places. So Pepper was content to doze off on the bundle
of ropes and see what happened.

CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT



Haidan wa ked with Dihana down the dirt road toward one of the great arches leading out of the city into
the towns and forests around Capitol City.

"When | wasjust alittlegirl,” Dihana said with asweep of her hand, "1 used to snesk away to explore
itdl. Itsbeautiful."

Haidan looked around. "They was putting up anew iron mill," he said, atwinge of sadnessin hisvoice.
"Now it on hold, they coming in behind the walls and getting reedy for the Azteca."

They had argued about such progress before the Azteca threat. Dihana had been excited to see the
city spill out beyond the wallsinto the land of the peninsula. Haidan loved the jungle and worried about
how to defend the settlements outside city walls. But now Haidan was interested in seeing more airships
launched into the sky, and he wanted to observe tests of the wheeled guns on the great walls. He wanted
the gunnersto have the Aztecain their sghts when the fighting began. He wanted Dihanas factoriesto
build more guns, more bullets.

Theland outside Capitol City'swalls had taken on anightmarish quality. Men worked in shiftsto pull
down trees and give an unobstructed field of fire around the walls for defense. Arced trenchesinched
their way out around the walls. Haidan had created three zones of adternated trenches, then fire zones
lined with explosives and flammables between them. Long fences of barbed wire sagged everywhere
between large pointed stakes in the ground.

Caravans of Nanagadans trundled through the defenses on roads manned with mongoose-men and
spiked gates to seek safety inside Capitol City. Thousands every day. And whenever Haidan doubted
more could befit in the city, Dihanamanaged to find ways.

"How many gates are shut?' Dihana asked.

"Wegot haf of them," Haidan said. Mortared over, guns and bombs ready to defend them. "By the
end of today only two will remain open.” The northernmost gate, a small road-gate, would alow
defenders out in the trenches. The southern one wasriskier, afull rallroad access gate; it would dlow
trainsin and out of the city under heavy guard.

"How long will it take for them to get the gates?' Dihana asked.

Hard question. Haidan looked out over the mongoose-men's battle plans made redl, carved into the
landscape. "A month if everything go right, and they go lose alot of men," he guessed. "We retreating,
and losing men, but here we ready." The Aztecawould comein aong the north rails, and Haidan
intended for them to stay there. In addition to the trenches, hed flooded the land between the north and
south rails and put men al aong the southern rail to keep it in the city's control. The strong guard aong
the southern rail and the flooded middle area should convince the Aztecato continue to funnel themsalves
aong the north rail, and Haidan would make good use of that. And having the southern rail kept open
meant that they could Hill receive volunteers, and more important, any supplies, from southern coast
towns such as Linton or Hawk's Nest.

The best mindsin Capitol City had considered how best to defend the city walls. With Dihanaand
Haidan leading them, they had made sure many Aztecawould dietrying to crossthe ground in front of
Capital City. If Haidan could jugglethis battle just right, he could drag it out for the Azteca much longer
than just a month outside the walls. Maybe two or three. And once they camped adong thewalls, it would
be awaiting game. Who starved firs?

Haidan worried about the threst from above. Massive numbers of Azteca airships had come over the



mountainsto fly with the moving army. They supplied it and guided it over theland, sped up theinvasons
of townsaong theway. His airmen spoke of amiles-long line of gaudy Aztecaairships coagsting over
columns of Aztecaaong the Triangle Tracks near Petite Mabayu, hafway dong the Tracksto Capitol
City. They could fly over Capital City'swallsand bomb it. They could get warriorsinto the city later into
the battle by air aswell. Haidan tried to compensate for that with what few igniting shellsthey had on
hand. He'd also armed their own airships with weapons.

"Welogt alot of meninthe retreating. They il inthe bush, hiding. Lot of them dead most likely.”
Dihanawaked with him under the thick walls. "It make me crazy trying to think of every way they could
getin," Haidan said.

"Yeah," Dihanaagreed.
"Someone say we need extragun up on thewall to defend the harbor.”
"The harbor?* Dihana shook her head.

"| doubt we need anything there. No one ever hear of any Aztecaship. Still, | have some smaller
weapon mounted out there.” Haidan kept walking. "If it happen, we can whedl gun out there.”

Dihananodded. "I could get some lookoutsthere, just in case.”
"That good." Haidan pulled out a handkerchief and started coughing into it.
Dihana paused with him. "Y ou okay?'

Haidan stopped, wiped hislips, and continued on. He didn't want Dihanato know how bad the cough
had gotten. He stayed up later and later, pushing himself to plan for as much as he could think of. And he
tried to delegate it so that if he died, he'd have done as much as he could have.

IIYH]:I
By seq, by land, by air.

The hardest part was the waiting. The tense expectation in the air, the worried and weary looks on
everyone's face. Haidan saw the occasional nervous look back to the edge of the jungle from random
peoplein the street. And in front of the jungle awhole mile of stripped, brown earth.

The best thing, Haidan knew, was to keep busy.

CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

John sat with Oaxyctl at the rear of the steamship. The moon remained covered by threatening clouds. A
lantern swung on the mizzenmast's boom overhead, throwing itslight around in time to the gentle swaying
of La Revanche.

"Marlinespike," John said. More knots, trying to tie away the timethat dipped past them every day.
He wondered how much closer the Aztecawere to Capitol City. " Sailors been tying knots for centuries
and centuries. On dl different worlds." He held up a six-foot length of half-inch rope. "Or so they say."
Just floating here, waiting for the repairsto finish, caused his ssomach to knot with impatience.



"I know some knots." Oaxyctl held up his piece of rope.

"But do you know many knots used on aship?'

Oaxyctl shrugged.

John held up the end of hisropein hishand. "Thisisthe bitter end of the rope.”

"Bitter end. And the other end?' Oaxyctl pointed at the part by hisfeet.

"Standing part.”

"Bitter end and standing part." Oaxyctl looped the rope over itsdf and tied it. "Thereisagood knot."

"A squareknot. A child'svery firgt," John chuckled. "Y ou can tie your shoewith it, but that isn't the
most useful onasingleling, but for tying two linestogether.”

"Oh." Oaxyctl looked down at the knot asif it were about to bite him.

"Hereisaknot you should know." John held out his hook arm. He took the rope and laid it over his
arm, brought it back around in aloop toward himsalf, then crossed over thefirst loop and back under
itself. He snugged it tight around hisarm. "Clove hitch.”

"They taught me that for the fenders we had over the Sde when we werein harbor." Oaxyctl lashed his
piece of ropeto the nearby rail.

"Glad to see you quickly learning things out here.” John untied the rope from therail. "Thisnext oneis
asallor'sfavorite knot." He held the rope in his hands for a second. Hed never even got to teach thisone
to Jerome. He should have. Too busy sailing about, having fun.

He looked up the deck toward the brig. Was Jeromeredlly safe?
"Y ou okay?' Oaxyctl asked.

"Yeah." John looked back down at the rope. He pinched the burned end with his fingers, running a
thumb under the smooth nubbin. ™Y eah. I'll do this one-handed. Y ou take the end and make aloop
overtop, then come back around under and through the loop, dip under the standing edge, and come
back into the loop." John held the loop with his hook and cinched the knot tight. "Makes afixed loop.
Good for anchors and towropes. The reason we like it is'—John tugged the knot and it fell
gpart—"because it doesn't bind itsdf so tight you can't undo it.”

g
"That one was called the bowline." The rope draped over hishook like apae, limp snake.
Oaxyctl copied the moves.

"Make sure the bitter end goes back in—yeah, likethat." John watched.

Barclay, hisblue uniform scuffed and wet, squatted next to them. "Marlinespike?"

"Yeah." John nodded. "Bowline."

"That the good stuff there." Barclay smiled. "Mr. deBrun, we got the patch welded on, and we aready
pull up the canvas"

"Right, right," John said, excited. "And it'sholding?"



"Y eah. We add some crossbeam, the spare boom, to push against it.”
"Good. And the rudder cable?"
"Fixed. Andit go hold."

John clapped the commander on the back. "Then let's get back in motion. Now. Waste no time."
Barclay ran off and John walked back from the aft rails toward the cockpit. "Get ready to sall!” he
ordered. Crew napping by therails or on cabin tops stirred and sat up, rubbing their eyes. "Bring in the
sea anchor. Move everyone, move!"

They were moving forward again. That was good. They didn't have time to waste.

Much later, once John had men up in the crow's nest with binoculars to comb the horizon, he sought out
Oaxyctl below in the crew quartersin the forward cabin. He passed the galley and gimballed stoves. The
rank smell of pea soup clung to the heavy belowdecks air.

Dodging swinging hammaocks of degping men, he found Oaxyctl gtting under hislimp hammock.
"Hey." John lay down and rested his head against the hull as Oaxyctl put down the piece of rope.

"I'm sorry about being short, when | talked to you about Azteca" John could fed the ship flexing asit
moved over the waves. Everything creaked in timeto that rhythm. "Weve been on the run since the
invasion began. I've had no timeto stop, or think."

Oaxyctl folded his hands and looked at John.

"I'll be honest,” John said. "1 know . . . some things about Azteca. Assumptions. Rumors from other
people. But | have seen and known Tolteca. And you. So | know there must be some way to talk
through this. We must have some common ground. Right? It'sjust the mountains thet divide." John shifted
to lean on hisgood arm and looked at Oaxyctl. "What'sit like on other side of the mountains, Oaxyctl?*

"Itistheland of the gods." Oaxyctl spoke softly, and dowly, degp in the ship's hull, surrounded by
degping menin their hammocks. "They carry them through the Streetsin full procession, with finery. All
the way up to their pyramids, where the steps flow with blood in their honor.” Oaxyctl leaned his head
back and closed his eyes. He smiled. "Where the people are al bronze and amond-eyed.
Smooth-skinned, and well-toned. Y ou know, | even missthe ladies of the night chewing chicle by the
lake-dtreet sde”

John shifted quietly, trying not to break Oaxyctl's attention.

"Capital City isinfear," Oaxcytl said. "They should be, because the priests have dready arrived and
demanded the city's surrender. Soon the first waves of warriorswill arrive to capture as many
Nanagadans as possible to be their servants, and the most honored prisonerswill be sacrificed. They will
capture Capitol City. With these new sacrifices, the sun be convinced to rise again, and the cropswill be

full and good."
"Do you think they can take the city?"

"Yes." Oaxyctl's eyes remained closed, his mind in another country.
IIWI,.M?I

"Because they are the best. For hundreds of yearsthey have fought each other in the Flower Wars. All
of the seven kingdoms do this. Over and over. We capture the priests, show whose god ismore
powerful, and take the prisonersto the dtarsto offer blood, or to our homes as servants. And al seven



of these kingdoms march towards Capitol City now."
"But why now? The Flower Wars, are they not enough for the gods? What have we done to provoke
"The godscommand it,” Oaxyctl sad. "That isal.”

"Which gods? The ones you say are captured during Flower Wars? What happensto those? Are dl
the gods united in purpose? How do they rule? How do—"

"Mortals don't question the gods. They talk among each other. The gods decide our fate.” Oaxyctl's
voice quavered. "That isthe land and the people'—Oaxyctl opened his eyes and looked around—"that
lie on the other sde of the Wicked Highs. That ishow itislike."

"Onceyour land," John said. "But no longer."

"Right. But | fill missit.”

John reached out with his hook and tapped Oaxyctl's shoulder. "That must be very hard.”
"Itis. Itisvery hard."

"But at least you have alife to remember. | don't have anything to go back towhen | lie awake at
night. And thelife | made for mysalf now has been taken away fromme."

They fel quiet. La Revanche pierced the waves and drained seawater back into the ocean through the
scupperson her sides. The clouds eventualy hid the moon giving them light through the portholes.
Everything became swathed in pitch-black.

CHAPTER FIFTY

The swells camed. The steamship no longer plunged its bow into the troughs of the vicious north seas,
but cut itsway through asmal white chop that sprang up with astrong wind. A lone seagull swooped
down into the small waves by La Revanche's side. It plunged its beak into the water to pluck out a
struggling fish that glinted Slver in the sun.

"l seeredf.” John held abrass spyglassto hisleft eye, balancing it on the end of hishook. He handed it
over to Barclay.

Barclay stared throughiit. Y eah, that look right."

"Good, good." John smiled. Barclay's blue uniform looked ragged and unwashed. "Y ou ever navigate
the Lan-tall Reefs before?"

"Once| seethem, | know the reef."

"Then take the hdm. Put us right through the middle channd.” If they skirted the idands, there was
aways achance of hitting hidden offshore reef thanksto faulty charts. The idands and the channd were
well-known, a safe bet. "I'm going up the mast." John walked down the deck, pulled himsdlf up onto the
rail, and took to the ropesto clamber up and join the men in the crow's nest. They watched him use his



hook to maneuver up through the ropes and gave him ahand getting in.
"It aniceview from up here, eh?' John stood up with them.
"Yeah, but it look likealot reefsisaround.”

They could seethe craggy hills of the Lantails, and the water brightened from adark blueinto an
aguamarine asthe water got shallow. John shared the nest with his men until they passed through the
worgt of the reef, barking down warnings as they sidled too close to the brown patches of coral and
rock.

Theidandsloomed up on ether Sde asthey went up the middie of the channel.
The Lantails. It meant they were over athird of the way there. They were making good time.

When John was navigator on the outbound expedition, the Lantails had been the edge of the map: the
place where the largest fishing vessals stopped and turned around. The reefs extended outward for miles
and miles, notorious for sinking explorersthisfar north.

Before they passed out from in between the hills of the Lantails, John had another decision to make.

John crawled out of the crow's nest.

When hisfeet histhe deck, he walked forward toward the bowsprit. At the wooden, datted doors of the
sall locker the two shirtless mongoose guards got up and saluted him.

"Pepper, you there?" John hit the dats with the pam of hishand. "' Pepper?”
"I'm here," Pepper said.

"We're et the Lantails."

"Not bad."

John crouched by the door and looked in. He could only see dark shadows between the tiny pieces of
wood.

"So what am | supposed to do with you?" John asked. "Y ou say you aren't the one who blew up the
back of the boat, you know my son is okay, and you seem to know alot about what is going on." John
looked around. "Should | leave you here on these idands?!

"That wouldn't be good. Y our surviva depends on me.”

"Redlly? Do you have another trap waiting for us? Will it go off if you aren't appeased?’
"John." Pepper sighed. "I'm not that kind of person.”

"Maybe, but | can't redly be sure, can 17

"That'strue. Let me out, I'll find who your saboteur isand save you al sorts of trouble.”
"No."

"Come on, John." Pepper's eyes appeared between the dats as he leaned forward. John wondered if
Pepper would be able to survive on the rocky Lantails, and if it was fair to maroon any man on mere

suspicions.



The steamship rocked some as it encountered choppy water. They would be rounding the cliffsand
heading back out toward open water. John had twenty minutes to decide whether to throw Pepper into
one of the skiffswith enough food to live on the Lantails until the next fishing boat came out.

Which might not be for months.
"Hey!" The two menin the crow's nest shouted. " Them boat!"

John jumped up. A faint boom reached them on the deck. He scrambled up to the railing and |ooked
out infront of La Revanche. A geyser of water erupted just off the bow. He raced over to the other
sde. A large green ship with full canvas bore down on them. It had been hidden by the cliffsand idands.
Damnit. Damnit. They'd haveto turn and run, skirt theidands and reefs, losetime.

A second shot from its bow gun whistled overhead.

"A trap," Harrison shouted, coming up from belowdecks. He had his shirt in hisleft hand and ariflein
hisright.

"Get your rifles” John ydled. "Uncover the deck gun.”
"John," Pepper said from the sail locker. "Don't forget the other two ships.”

Right. John ran down the deck, dodging ropes and tackle, crew and hatches. He stopped amidships
and leaned back to shout at the crow's nest.

One man had crawled out and clambered halfway down the nets.

"Whet the hdll are you doing?* John shouted.

"l coming down.”

"The hell you are. There might be two other ships out there. Find them and tell me wherethey are.”

Another shot landed fifteen feet short of La Revanche's side. The spray drifted over therail. John
took agood look at the Azteca ship. It was sail-powered; he couldn't see a smokestack anywhere. They
could outruniit if they lasted through the shelling. He walked down the deck to Barclay.

"Indl of thistimethe Aztecanever make aship. Weain't redly madefor fighting," Barclay said.

The deck gun was being uncovered from its waterproof canvas by two mongoose-men. A third
mongoose-man stumbled up from under the hold with asingle shdll. Another came behind him with
another, and two more struggled topside with atrunk of ammunition.

"WEell improvise," John said asthey swiveled the barrdl to face the Azteca ship. "Get everyone armed.
Wegoing asfast aswe can?"

"Asfast aswe go get without busting something,” Barclay said.

Harrison walked up to them, pulling on his shirt. He looked at the Azteca ship. " Ten minute before she
catch us" he estimated. "'l say turn around, skirt theidand.”

La Revanche steamed straight north, and the Azteca ship came down at an angle off the starboard
bow.

"Reef on ether 9de," John said. 1t'd be hard to dodge the other ship. He looked down the channel
they'd steamed their way up. Harrison wasright. He opened his mouth to give the order.

"Them other two ship behind we' came the word from the crow's nest. John reached for Barclay's



pyglass and took alook. The other two ships Pepper had warned him about rounded the channel
behind them. They couldn't catch La Revanche, but they had cut them off.

"What we go do?' Barclay asked.

John looked at the large, yellowed sails of the Azteca boat. Another boom and puff of smoke from the
front of that ship, and thistime they heard awhistle close overhead, twanging somerigging. Everyone
ducked. The shot landed fifty yards on the other side.

"We go forward. Faster," John said. Barclay opened his mouth and John kept going. "Tell your
engineer to go faster or wedl die.”

"Okay." Barclay ran down to the nearest companionway. He grabbed the wooden trim, hisfingers
scraping the edge, then disappeared below with ajump.

John ran midships as he watched the progress of the Azteca ship long enough to make sure they would
intersect La Revanche.

"What that on them sail ?* someone behind him asked. John frowned and looked at the image on the
advancing ship'sfull sals.

"A lady'sface." Thefacein question had tassels hanging down from either side, and blue and white
shapes decorated the edges.

"Chachihuitlicue." Oaxyctl leaned againgt therail next to John. He held hisatlatl in one hand and
throwing spears bundled in the other. " Jade Skirt Goddess, She Who Wasthe Water. Those are her
symboals”

Appropriate for Azteca sailors, John thought.

La Revanche's gun fired. A cloud of smoke floated out over the rear cabin. Mongoose-men lined up
on deck and checked their rifles.

Harrison joined them. "They go ram we?" he asked.

"They might. All they haveto do is stop us, and then wait for the other two shipsto pick them up if
they sink," John said. "They can afford to lose aboat."

"If she bow got good wood, or some metd init, it go tear we side up red bad.”

"True." John watched. Another shot made everyone on deck flinch. An upper boom cracked and fell
down into therigging. La Revanche responded with a shot of her own.

"We have more maneuverability and speed,” John said. "We need to use that." He walked back down
toward the helmsman, dodging a pile of rope. La Revanche's gun fired again, deafening him.

The Azteca ship fired back; it sounded louder now that it was closer. Small pops carried over the
foaming water; Aztecarifles. The mongoose-men returned shots, but Mg or Avasa shouted for them to
wait. The Azteca ship was till too far away.

"Hereswhat we're going to do,” John yelled a the helmsman, standing so he could talk and watch the
Aztecaship. "Wait until the last minute, then turn hard right to try and get around him. We don't want him
to hit us. We need to hit him while getting around him. Understand?’

The helmsman nodded. The Azteca ship came from La Revanche's northeast and La Revanche
steamed straight north. The Azteca had a sail ship; it would take awhile for them to turn and keep La



Revanche boxed in. La Revanche could steam north hard, wait until the last second, then turn hard east
and get around the Azteca ship. But it would be tight with the reefs on either side.

La Revanche fired. The men on the gun cheered asthey hit something.
"And have someone bring up your replacement, have him lay low, in case you get hit.”

The hdmsman's eyes widened. The Azteca ship fired back. A whistling sound snapped through the air,
and the sound of exploding wood made everyone jump. The middle of the starboard rail sagged. Three
sallorslay in abloody heap on the deck, one moaning. John's heart raced.

"l go do that." The helmsman turned and yelled at one of the sailors on deck to come be his
replacemen.

"Barclay," John yelled. Barclay had come back up topside. "Were going to turn hard right in aminute
and try to go behind them.”

Barclay actudly grinned. "I see. Enginefull astern for the turn, get back up to speed. I likeit."
"I'm going forward.”

John walked forward. Thiswasn't Capitol City, but they were going to face Azteca. It amost felt
good, being forced into thistrap. The wind kicked up, tusding John's hair and the edges of his shirt. It
gave the Azteca ship more speed, and the Azteca sailors used the opportunity to try to put their ship
amost dead in front of La Revanche.

"Shit." La Revanche fired again.
"Here." One of the mongoose-men handed John arifle.

"Everyone moveto the port side," John ydled. "That'swhere they'll hit us" Mongoose-men moved to
the left side of the bow, though the Azteca ship was off the starboard bow and they couldn't shoot their
riflesat it now.

John put hishook into the trigger guard but behind the trigger and let therifle dangle as he continued
toward the bow. The Azteca's sailsloomed, the larger-than-life caricature of their water goddess looking
down at them. It closed in fadt, sail canvas taut with thewind, and La Revanche strained forward
through the water to meet her.

The Aztecas guns kept firing, smacking into the meta sides, tearing at therigging, and exploding into
the water around them. The mongoose-men kept La Revanche's anglegunfiring.

John looked back at the helmsman. "Hard starboard,” he shouted. Sailors repeated the shout down
the sde of the ship. The steam engine beneath vibrated the entire hull asthey started the maneuver,
engines churning in full reverse. La Revanche turned east and the two ships faced each other bow to
bow.

La Revanche kept turning. Now the Azteca ship was off the port side of the bow, not the starboard.
"Now!" Avasayelled. The mongoose-men fired their riflesin series.
"Go, go, go," John screamed.

La Revanche surged forward. The Aztecaship let its salsflutter in the wind asthey tried to turnin and
dill hit La Revanche. John had them steaming for the reefs, but the Azteca ship was il trying to turn into
their sde and ram them. They hadn't dodged her yet.



The mongoose-men kept up the volley of fire. John could see the Azteca on the other ship running to
switch sides, shouting at them. Several stumbled and fell to the deck, dead by mongoosefire.

La Revanche was turning north again, squeezing by reef and Azteca. John's hope was that they would
drike the other ship hard, and their momentum would carry them right past and out into open ocean.

"Watch for grappling hooks," John shouted. "We're going to hit." He grabbed rigging.

The two ships closed and struck. John swayed but held on. La Revanche's bow raked down the
Aztecaship's port Sde. Aztecalegped aboard, several missing and falling into the frothy water between.

Three hooks with lineslanded on the deck and began to scrape dong until they snagged something.
Sailorsran with machetesto chop at them. One rope snapped into the face of the man chopping at it.
Aztecaswarmed aboard La Revanche, swinging by ropes or jumping aboard.

John got his balance and raised his gun to his good hand. He fired at the first warrior in padded cotton
armor and afeathered mask. The man fell back over therall into the sea.

Another dodged a mongoose-man with awell-placed knife and rushed John with an aimed pistol.
John gtruggled to aim therifle with his hook.

Severd feet behind him, the locker door erupted in splinters that rained down around John'sfeet. A
small dart sruck the Azteca. The Aztecafired and fell forward. John's|eft thigh exploded with pain. He
fdl to the deck.

Pepper crouched over John. John groaned and clenched his eyes. Pepper pulled him back into the
locker, ripped off his shirt, and handed it to John. "Hold that on the wound. I'll be back.”

Pepper stepped out of the dark locker into the light and noise of the deck battle. John closed his eyes,
but not before he heard the screaming begin.

Fifteen minutes later Pepper shook him awake. Barclay stood next to him, looking on.

Pepper's skin dripped blood. His own and others. Slashed pieces of skin hung from hisarms and
chest. A bullet holein his shoulder oozed blood.

"I don't guess medicine istoo highly advanced here," he said. "Y our injury could be very bad."

"We get around that ship. What should we do?' Barclay asked. "Turn and fight? Go home? They
could catch up with we when get to ice.”

John shook his head. "Kegp going north. Outrun them.”
Barclay nodded and backed out of the sail locker.

Pepper picked John up, and John passed out again as he was lifted off the coils of bloodied rope
benesth him.

CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE



The Loadragged the metalic tips of its pae tentacles over the floor and wheezed from the effort of
moving asit cameinto Dihands office. She stood up, surprised to seeit done.

"Thisisthelast time we speek,” it said.

"Isthere something | have done?' Dihana had been good to them, accepting, including them in every
update and discussion about city defense. And they had offered nothing, just listened, since the ship had
left for theicy north. That was al they had wanted. They didn't seem to care about anything el se.

"No," it sad. "We have seen the information, we know the odds. Even with the mission to the north,
with the man deBrun, the assembly met and decided we should not stay in sight or risk capture. Itistime
for usto hide and let things happen as they may without our presence.”

"Let things happen,” Dihanasnorted. "What isit you want from us? Why should we dlow you to live
among us?'

The Loaconsdered it, then said, "If our memories are correct, faded though they are, then the Teotl
and my kind are both from the same stock. We were ambassadors to this region, and we disagreed over
how to dedl with the human problem. Our cousins still walk the faraway stars. If the Teotl win domination
of this planet, they will recommend subjugation of your kind when my kind return in grest numbers. We
prefer subtler methods of manipulation that do not involve needless force. However both our effortsto
ad you technologicaly and bring you to self-sufficient military strength have failed disastroudy and led to
al this. So, we hide, deep in the shadows. We hide and hope that we can survive and gtill influence things
oncetherest of our kind come through the worm-holes."

Intheface of dl that information Dihanahad one question. "Hide? Where can you hide? The Azteca
have Limkin, only three towns stand between them and our walls now. And what if the expedition returns
with the Ma Wi Jung, how will you hdp uswithit?

"The expedition has one of our own on it, waiting until you get to the north to assist your expedition. It
will comeout of hiding to reved itsef when you arrive, and when the expedition returns, will contact us. If
wetold you where you could find us, you might betray us." The Loarustled around in the wicker chair
and pulled something out from a pocket along the arm's chair. "“"We have something for you, though. We
have spent afew generations cresting something for thisinstance.”

It placed asmall gourd on her desk, with awax-seded top.
"What isthis?'

Tired eyeslooked at Dihana. "When al hopeislog,” it told her, "when thereis no other recourse,
release thisinto your water supply.”

"What will it do?' Dihanalooked down at the being in the chair.

The Loasighed. "It will kill everything. A plague that preads swiftly through your packed city and
beyond. The death will spread al the way back over the mountains when the Aztecatry to retreat fromit.
It will spread through them, eat them dive. But more importantly, it looksfor the Teotl and will est them
aswdl."

Dihanalooked down at the gourd and swallowed. "How can you expect meto kill my own people,
the entire city? Thiswhole world?'

The Loatook adeep breath. "It isalast measure.”



"Y ou have no curefor this? Even for yourselves?'

"No, we do not. That iswhy we hide now. Takethisif youwill. Or do not. It isyour choice." TheLoa
turned the wicker chair around. Asit squeaked out of the door, Dihana held up the gourd.

"It shouldn't have been my choice. Y ou are just too cowardly to make and face thisdecision
yoursaves. You leaveto hidefromit al.”

Could she get mongoose-men to stop them? What would happen if she tried? Revolts? More trouble
inthe city than she was dready managing?

She couldn't.
A word struck her: generations.

"Did my father know of this?" Dihanawalked out into the corridor after the Loa. The Loa continued
scraping down the corridor. "Answer me, or | will cal the guards and you won't be ableto join your
friendsin hiding."

The Loapaused. "Yes, Dihana Y our father knew of these things.”

Mother Elene ran to the Ministry building. She stopped when mongoose-men aimed rifles a her. By the
time Dihana came down to the lawn, Mother Elene had collgpsed on the grass.

"They gone" shecried. "They leave.”
Dihana crouched next to her. "They didn't warn you?"

Mother Elene shook her head. Her silver earrings danced with the motion. "Where they go? You
know?'

"They wouldnt tel me."

Mother Elene wrapped her arms around her knees and sobbed. A priestess whose gods had |&ft her.
"Mother Elene." Dihana put ahand on her shoulder and moved around in front of her. "Did they leave
you gourds of any sort, with ingtructions?"

Mother Elene nodded. "There are three of them."

"I know thisisabad time, but you must give those up to me. Y ou understand? | know the Loahave
given up, but we haven't. We can fight the Azteca. Pleasedo as| say." Dihanastood up and pointed at
two mongoose-men. "Follow her back, make sure she brings the gourds back. Make sure | get all three.”

Dihanawalked back toward the doors, wondering how many gourds were scattered throughout the
city asgiftsfromthe Loa

"Prime Minigter,” Mother Elene called out. "What we go do without the Loa?!
Dihana paused. "The same things we were going to do with them.”
She waked up the steps.



CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

The dreams came back to John. A spiked egg dripped water from its Sides as it rose from between the
waves. The giant meta bird returned and flapped toward him. Dark seas tossed and turned al around
him.

John's own face loomed out of the liquid metal that coaesced above the bird's neck.

Pepper stood next to him dressed in gleaming metallic armor. A gun the length of his body attached to
his hip. Hewinked at John. "Keep her steady, deBrun, I'll be right back."

Now John was trapped inside the egg. There was nothing anywhere, hewasgoing to dieinit. Stale air
and stench made him gag.

It cracked. Ocean and fresh air rushed inside, choking him. Steam rose up around the egg. He burned
hisfingers on the insde edge of the crack as he floundered out into the water.

The egg sank behind him. He was done in the ocean. He didn't know who he was. Broken pustules
on hisarms hurt. Blood ran down his head and out his nose.

Werethere sharksin this ocean? He couldn't remember. He couldn't even remember what sharks
were.

John woke up on the surgeon'stable. A small kerosene lantern swung overhead, lighting up the roomin
random half-shadows and patterns. Pepper sat in a chair watching John from the corner of the small
room, bundled in heavy clothes.

Tight bandages wrapped John's | eft thigh. His pants had been cut away.
"Y ou did this?" John asked, resting on an elbow.
"No. Mongoose-man surgeon. | watched." Pepper stood up. "So you will keep me aboard then?”

John nodded, still haf-awake. The sound of Pepper's voice felt familiar and comfortable. "If you
wanted to kill this expedition, you could have killed me. Thereis something € se going through your
head.” John wanted to know what the hell Pepper was thinking of next.

Intime. He gingerly swung hisleg over to get off the table. Pepper's mind had aways been something
of aclosed trap.

That wasamemory. John frozein place, and the familiarity fled.

He was aone, on the boat again, and the man in front of him wasn't afriend, but a stranger to him
again. Pepper.

"Wait," Pepper said. "We need to splint that before you get moving." He walked to the door and
bellowed for the surgeon.



John observed a strange thing on deck. The way in which the crew looked at Pepper. Conversation
dropped around him. They looked nervous around him.

Respect or fear?
Obvioudy Pepper had killed Azteca, brutaly. He must have, to have been covered in so much blood.
Even Oaxyctl fdl slent and shifted from foot to foot.

After amorning of limping around the deck, John sat down with Oaxyctl facing therail by the sde of
one of the cabins. Oaxyctl had anew set of knotsto practice.

"What did he do?' John asked.
"Who?" Oaxyctl concentrated on joining two lines together with a sheepshank knot.

"Pepper.

Oaxyctl finished the knot. He held it up. "Hekilled the first man with hisbare hands." Oaxyctl pulled
the knot apart. "Took his gun. Killed the second man with that. A third by bashing his head in with the
barrdl. A fourth tossed between the hulls. And many others after that. Then they say he jumped between
the boats and killed Azteca there, then legpt back over before we pulled away.”

"Did thet redly happen?'

Oaxyctl shrugged. "Asfar as| cantell.”

John looked down at the knots. " Shit."

"He'sa scary man. Y ou keep strange company.”

John shrugged. He saw Barclay at the center mast bal-ancing and taking asighting. "It'smorelike
strange company keeps me.”

"That will get you killed one day."

"Keep with the knots, they come in handy." John stood up and limped back down toward Barclay,
using therail to help take the pressure away from hisleg.

Hewaited until Barclay had done his calculations, then took the piece of paper. "I'll go and look at the
charts," John said.

"l can handle plotting them," Barclay said. "'l familiar with this. If you will let me see the chart.”

"I know." John frowned. "But | would rather keep the chartswith just me. That was what was asked
of mebeforeweleft.” Neither the minister nor Haidan wanted the coordinatesto their find being given to
anyone. Not unlessit threstened the mission because John was dying would he give anything up just yet.
Then John would have to give somone the coordinates, and the strange artifact the Loa had given him.

Oaxyctl? He had saved hislife. Barclay? Barclay was aready thinking about it, trying to get in to see
thefina coordinates and chart. Or Pepper?

Pepper? The thought had bubbled up to his surprise. It didn't make sense. That wouldn't work at all.
Barclay's curiosity about the maps made him nervous.
"Barclay, please." John held out hishand. "The sighting. | am sureit isaccurate, and | dready know



you can use our chartswell."
Barclay handed over the dip of paper.
Later, when Barclay was not around, he would have to find away of double-checking the sighting.
Justin case.

John limped over to the nearest companionway. One of the crew helped him down the Sairs.

Down at the chart table in his small room John wondered if he was being paranoid for no reason. One
explosion and the three Azteca ships made him think otherwise.

The world was turning upside down, he thought, taking out apair of walking rulers. A little paranoiais
needed. John marked their location on Edward's chart.

Everything looked good.

Harrison knocked at hisdoor. "A problem,” he said.

After locking hisroom John hobbled after Harrison to the hold near the front of the ship. John leaned
againgt abulkhead, histhigh throbbing to the point he fet dizzy. "The freshwater?'

"Y eah. It were one of them Azteca ship point-blank shot." Harrison opened the door. "Aiming for we
waterline no doubt.”

Shattered water casks dripped their fina drops onto awaterlogged floor. The holein the side of the
hull had been patched over with another metd sheet. They were lucky it hadn't been lower. The Azteca
might have sunk them.

"What we do now?" Harrison asked. His face looked yellowed and tired in the week eectric light
coming from the smdl bulb &t the top of the hold.

"Wejust need to makeit there." John had no intention of turning back since the attack. The Azteca
were desperate to stop this expedition. He understood that now. He could hurt their planswith this
expedition and he felt more committed to it as aresullt.

"Wewon't have the water to make it back." Harrison moved asde to let somone past with an armful
of broken casks.

"Plenty of fresh water wherewere going,” John said.
"Maybe we don't got enough for that."

A pump, connected with pneumatic hoses to the engine room, hissed away. One hose snaked down
into La Revanche's sump through an opened hatch, and the other led out and up the stairs onto the deck,
spitting the salt water over the Sdes.

"Make some new casks. Take them to the center of the ship. Gimba them so they don't splash. And
get some rubber, or rubberized tarp. Then get any big pots we have and fill them with salt water to bail "
John gave directions, and Harrison smiled.

"A dill?
"Yeah." John shuffled his straight leg over with his good hand and leaned his shoulder againgt the



doorway for bal-ance. "Freshwater till." He grunted. "And while you're at it, have them make me acane.
Do it now before people start saying we don't have water. Get them to help you.”

"Right." Harrison gtill hesitated. " There something else you go need seefirg.”

John watched acrewman in the far corner who hadn't moved yet. The man stood till, watching them.
"What?'

Harrison walked over through the undamaged water casks. He looked back. "Close the door,” he
ordered. "And you two by the pump, leave."

When the door closed, Harrison and the other crewman pulled the sides of acask off. Shaggy fur
spilled over the cracked wood and snapped metal.

"What the hell?' John limped forward.

Harrison grunted and pulled the creature out of the cask. It flopped onto the floor, athick hand lolling
out fromits body. The face of the thing had been blown off, leaving amessy sump on its shoulders.

"What kind of god you think it is?' the sailor asked, crouching next to it. "Teotl, or Loa?"

John looked at the jagged claws on the heavy, padded hands. And muscle. Even benesath the fat and
blubber he could sense this compact creature could have killed anyone who had found it divein the blink
of aneye.

"Could be anything," John said. "Wrap it up in something and throw it overboard.”
"Supposeit aLoa?' Harrison asked.

"Supposeitis" John said. "What else can | do? Keep it to rot? Giveit aburid?’
Harrison looked down at the deck. "No. You right."

"Get the dill going.” John walked out of thelocker. "Clean this place out. | need to go rest.” Histhigh
ached. A small spot of blood stained the front of the bandage. John avoided looking down. Hed lost a
hand to the saw the last time held made thisjourney. He did not want to undergo another amputation. It
gave him chillsjust thinking about it.

Best not to.

Better to hope, ook forward, and plan. Kegp moving.

CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

A faint frost had formed on the rigging. Oaxyctl pressed hisfingersto arailing and let the cold seep into
the pams of his hands. Hisfingernails were black and he stank. Black grease and dirt clung to his
clothing. HEd been in the deepest bilges of the ship, moving pump hoses around to suck water out. They
kept taking in water from leaks. Leaks from the shot taken to the front of the ship, and the explosioniin
the rear. Even the massive stuffing box where the propeller came in through the hull had started to lesk.

Now he had amoment to rest, and he chose to clamber up the deck to the bowsprit. He shimmied out
along the long pole and dropped onto the netting just below it.



Hard work was good. It had kept him from thinking about the attack. It had shaken him. He il
wasn't sureif it was an attempt to capture them dl or kill them al. Remember, he told himsdlf, your god
seemsto think different than some other gods.

There was athought that could keep aman up late into the night.
And it was best not to think about.
So the work was good, it kept his mind away from such things.

The searemained calm tonight. The days had been getting shorter, it seemed to him. The moons
seemed to be out more often. And the air was getting colder.

It was like climbing amountain. The higher you got, the colder it got. And this was the second week of
it.

Oaxyctl lay back in the netting and watched the stars, occasiondly catching a bit of lighthearted spray
on hisback as La Revanche pushed farther north on thelarge, amost infinite ocean, until the last faint
bits of orange evening succumbed to the gradua night.

How could someone obey the gods when the gods themsel ves couldn't agree with one another?

Oaxyctl held up the bight of aline, theloop flopping over, and tied a sheepshank.

"Y ou ill know your other knots?* John asked. He limped over with the aid of a cane. Oaxyctl noted
that the bandage around John's thigh was stained with blood from hisinjury, and John winced in pain as
he moved.

"Yes" Oaxyctl pulled the knot gpart and demongtrated the bowline, the shegpshank, asmple square
knot, and a sheet bend.

John grunted and sat down next to him. He set the quickly cut wooden cane next to him. "lsn't there
enough land on the other side of the mountains? Why do the gods think the invasion is necessary?'

Oaxyctl looked down &t the rope between his hands. "They do not do thisfor land."
"Thenwhat for?"

John was looking for answers. Oaxyctl could hear it in hisvoice. Johnwill die, herealized. That bullet
wound, it was akiller. Not then, but in the near future. And John wanted answers before he died.

But when would John die? Oaxyctl wondered. Before or after they found what they were searching
for? Themythicad Ma Wi Jung that al seemed to desire. More important, could he get the codes out of
John before that time?

"They need more blood. They need more land. More servants. They tdll their people, go here, move
over the mountains. Most cannot make sense of these orders. But gods are gods, and who are weto
know what they direct in thelong run?'

John rapped his hook againgt the deck. "I don't believein gods.”



The declaration didn't surprise Oaxyctl. Hed been around Nanagadans too long, he thought. Too
many different idess, religions, and peoples.

The thought of living alife without the threat of sacrifice seemed pleasurable. Though held once thought
dying for the gods the greatest honor, at the gut level dying still scared Oaxyctl. Hed confirmed that
heretical surviva in-stinct to himsalf, shaking and scared in the mud, on the outskirts of Brungstun.

But then, without the direction of the gods, how could someone live his own life? There would be no
certainty in anything.
It was just as scary asfacing the eagle stone.

"How can you not believein gods?' Oaxyctl asked. "Y ou see them walking the ground! The gods of
Capitol City aretherefor any to see.”

John pulled hisgood leg up to his chin. Helooked tired. "If | were the only black-skinned man to
appear in Aztlan, and no one had ever seen such athing, and | called mysdlf agod, would you believe
me?'

Oaxyctl shook his head. "Y ou would haveto proveit."
John amiled. "Y our priests. They havealot of power?'
"They control dll. It isthe greatest position in society." Oaxyctl cocked hishead. "Why do you ask?"'

"Because." John looked through the scuppers at the sea. "After this, we will haveto go into the heart
of Aztecaland and stop this at the source.” Hisface hardened. "One must understand the enemy to
effectively combat him."

It sounded both like John, and unlike him. The man was changing. All this stress. Before he seemed
content to follow, and now he was thinking of other things.

"Am | your enemy?"' Oaxyctl asked.

John shook hishead. "Y ou are afriend.” He craned his head back. "It is getting very cold. Look.” He
exhaled; afaint puff of hisbreath hung in the air for asecond.

Oaxyctl nodded. "I think soon wewill see. . . what isit called?' He struggled to trand ate the words
for asecond. "Crydtd rain?'

John smiled. "That's anice description. It is snow. Not aword we use often at home, but you seeitin
books sometimes. Stories. Taes of brave fishermen going far north, some disappearing.”

Oaxyctl leaned back and exhaled to see his own breath. "Y es, sometimes you can seeit on the
mountains. At their very tops. I've seen it afew times, when out scouting.”

When he stood up to help John struggle to hisfeet, the wind shifted, and it blew right through his
clothes. It was cold enough to make him shiver.

Like going up amountain, he thought.
A faint tapping woke him up. Oaxyctl blinked, looking for the source. His hammock shook as someone
brushed againgt it.

"Quimichtin?" avoice asked.



The word made Oaxyctl shiver. Spy. He swallowed. If he answered yes, would he die?
"Azteca-man, you here?' the voice whispered.
"Yes" Oaxyctl sad.

The sailor he had met in the rigging looked over into his hammock. He looked scared. "Comewith
me." The man carried an old, hooded dectric lantern. A small, single beam of light broke the darkness,
then flicked off again.

"It came aboard during the attack," the man explained. "Them attack, just adiversonto placeit
aboard. Seen?"

Oaxyctl didn't. He hesitated, not sure what the man was talking about. The man grabbed Oaxyctl's
hand. It was dimy, greasy with bilgewater. Thefaint smell of decay reached Oaxyctl. A familiar smdll.
Rotted flesh.

Together they moved down through the holds of La Revanche, careful not to wake anyone. The man
popped open ahatch. Oaxyctl smelled dead flesh and heard water dopping around below.

Oaxyctl lowered himsdlf into the brackish dudge, holding hisnose. It came up to hisknees. The water
shifted around as the ship plunged into the rough waters, and tiny waveets splashed the nasty water up
againg his crotch, making his privates shrink behind his cotton pants.

It wasice-cold enough that it hurt to breathe while wading through.

He bumped againgt the back of the man. The lantern flicked on, its Single, concentrated beam flashing
againg dull, pitted metal and dimy water.

The beam of light rested on agiant lump of egg-shaped, black flesh hanging from the side of the hull.
"It spesk tome," the man said.

The egg stirred. Oaxyctl thought he could just see through it, to some familiar-edged shape benegth.

His heart almost stopped. He dropped to his knees, ignoring the pain of cold water around hiswal<.

"It tell me," the man said, "we close to the northern land, where Ma Wi Jung lie. It say it waiting for
you to deliver it the code because it changing for the cold wesather. It waiting. If you do the job before it
finish it change, it go reward you. If youfail again, it say you go suffer like you never suffer before and it
go get the code anyway."

"l understand,” Oaxyctl said. Either thiswas hisgod, and it had followed them dl theway here, or it
was another that knew about Oaxyctl and the plan to get the codes.

"Soon it go be free from it recovery here. So waste no time."
Oaxyctl sood up, water draining from his pockets. "I will go a once."

"Good. We done. Come." The man shut the light off, plunging them back into the dark. The hair on the
back of Oaxyctl's neck rose. He struggled to turn around, leaving the god behind him. He rubbed his
throat, remembering the fed of the claws around it, not so long ago.

Before they climbed back out of the hatch, Oaxyctl grabbed the man'sarm. "What isyour name?|
need for you to do something.”



"What you need?"
"We need to take control of this ship. We need to get John deBrun to ourselves.”

The man thought about it. "Okay. One of we high up in command here. We can throw enough doubt
to turn this ship back around.”

"Who?'

Theman sghed. "High up enough. Don't ask.”

"Why not?' Oaxyctl asked, frustrated.

"The lesswho know, the better. | ain't taking no chance.

The man moved again. Oaxyctl took onelast look at the dark water beneath the hatch, the ship's
bilges, then walked away. Behind him the hatch closed, squesking asthe whedl tightened it shuit.

Stll not enough meta between him and the incubating god. Oaxyctl would not be ableto deep
knowing what rested in the lowest depths of the ship. Y ou cannot escape the gods, he thought to himself.

CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

Someone considered killing Pepper. Half of Pepper's conscious mind heard them walk toward his
hammock, then pause. Pepper waited, welcoming the attack, his nervesfired, sensestuned to every clink
and squeak.

Then the would-be n changed his mind and ran.

Pepper let the rest of himself come up out of the resting Sate. The steamship was taking a pounding.
His hammock swung from side to side and someone mewled and retched, scrunched up againgt the side
of the flexing bulkheads.

Pepper crossed hisarms over his chest and dropped back down toward deep. His steely eyes could
see hiswarm bregth in the air, though no one e se could discern anything but the failing il lantern
swinging a the center of al the hammocks.

Three days of this storm. A break before that. Another ssorm. They were crossing out of the warm
watersinto the cold. An abrupt and miserable trangtion.

The moment of darm had passed. Pepper returned to his haf-deep without further thought, conserving
energy for whatever lay ahead.

Today the sorm blew itsdf out, passing them by with ominous low-sweeping clouds and explosions of
lightning that 9zzled and exploded into the wavesin front of them.

Crew and mongoose-men dike crowded the decks, dressed aswarmly as they could, carrying picks
and tools to scrape at the elaborate formations of ice that clung to every surface of the ship.



Pepper joined, hisfingers numb as he pried sheets of ice away from the rigging. Right now they trested
it asajoke, anovdty, taking their time. By tomorrow, Pepper redlized looking around, the ice would
begin to weigh down the ship. Then it would become amatter of scraping ice or drowning in the cold
water.

He kept scraping. Everyone gave him awide berth. Which was just how Pepper wanted it.

During abreak in the scraping Pepper sat at the aft railing, watching the water and small bits of ice
churned up by the propeller. To the starboard alarge iceberg floated by, reflecting the sun off its clear
sdes. Mongoose-men and sailors thronged to the side of the ship to watch it and marvel.

John limped to his side. Pepper regarded the bandage around John's thigh with suspicion. "Youre
going to lose your leg." John grimaced and gripped the &ft rail with agloved hand. The hook rested by his
thigh. " Speaking of which," Pepper continued, "why the hook? | spent sometime in Capitol City before
stowing aboard. They have the means to make a mechanica hand. Couldn't you afford one?’

"No, | couldn't.” John looked down. "Not with afamily.” He turned his back to Pepper, watching the
iceberg. "Wed better dow down at night, shouldn't we? Do you think we can afford losing that time?"

"We're closeto land.” Pepper flicked astray piece of ice over the sdewith hisforefinger. "The
icebergs cave big. Better to dow down."

John nodded. "At least welll have accessto freshwater soon.”
"And then?'

"Then we have alot of work in front of us"

"Y ou up for that?'

"The sooner we find this device, the sooner we can figure out what the hell it does, the sooner we can
return and use it againgt the Azteca. John crouched in front of Pepper. And for abrief moment Pepper
saw abit of the old John that he knew, in command, fire and purposein hiseyes. "What isthe Ma W
Jung?"

Pepper amiled. "If you truly don't have any of your memories. . ."
II-I-ry I..Y.E.II

Pepper thought about it. "I can use words, and make analogies, but they don't really matter. Itis
technology. Advanced technology.”

"Everyonewantsit. The Loacertainly want it, or control of it. Haidan thinksit might alow usan edge.
And you say even the Azteca gods wish to stop usfrom getting it. Or want it themselves."

"And you?" Pepper asked, curious.
"Can we attack the Aztecawithit?Isit redly awespon?’

"Not redlly the wegpon anyonethinksit is" Pepper said, haf-lying. It made him nervous. John might
have amnesia, but was he gill good at ferreting out lies? Pepper didn't want to undo any of thetrust hed
built with thisnew John in front of him.

"Then I'll drag it from theice by my own hand," John said. "If it helps us push them back over the
mountains and helps mefind my wife and son, then I'll deliver it to Capitol City."



"Strange. | till can't get over it. John deBrun, settled down, raising afamily. That's certainly not the
John | knew."

John stood up. A loud crack split through the air, and the sides of the iceberg they had passed
dumped into the water. A smdll, frothy wave washed toward them.

"That John isgone." He pointed hishook at Pepper. ™Y ou're the only one who remembers him, and
you hardly spesk to me about it."

"Those things will come back, John." If John had blocked his own memories, then Pepper wouldn't
force anything.

Too dangerous.

There was no context, no way he could even begin to draw a picture, unless John was awilling

participant. Pepper wasn't willing to risk doing anything damaging or dangerous by forcing out thingsthe
block wastherefor. "And nothing isgained by my tdling you things right now. | will tdl you what you
need when the Stuation cdlsfor it."

John changed the subject. "Y ou asked me why | want the Ma Wi Jung. But a better question is, what
do youwant it for?"

The steamship rocked as the wave dapped againgt the stern.

"You and | shared goals and concerns once," Pepper said. "No doubt, when | help you get your
memories back, well sharethem again. Listen." Pepper stood up, dmost dwarfing thetired,
anemic-looking John. "I can till see you, John. Some things don't change. And onething isthat, even
now, you're the most dangerous man | ever met."

He could see John calculating what to do with him gtill. And without the memories. . . Pepper knew
he was an unknown. And a potentid liability.

"Y ou can't throw me off the boat,” Pepper said. "Y ou've seen mein action. The cost of lifeistoo high.
All you need to know isthat | am an old acquaintance, and that you should keep me around. | will
protect your life. What grester bargain isthere?'

" Acquai ntance? An interesting word choice.”
"We weren't bosom buddies, John. People who do what we do don't have that to spare.”

John shifted on the deck. Pepper saw the pain from waking. A sure sgn thewound in John'sthigh
was not getting any better.

John sighed. "Will you be able to help me find my family? Push back the Azteca?'

"I can't guarantee anything, John." Pepper looked around at the seg, at the coils of ropes on the deck,
and not into John's eyes as he thought for amoment. "But | will say thereis something | can giveyou.”

llY@l
"Your old life back." Pepper met John's eyes. He kept them level, meeting John'sin asilent deadlock.

"You'll give memy old life back, but not talk to me about my past?' Pepper nodded. "'If you werethe
closest thing | had to afriend, Pepper, | don't know if | want thisold life back without my memories. |
can seewhat you are, and that isjust plain dangerous. And | don't likeit."

No threats, no power games, just the truth, Pepper thought. "Y ou're right. For now | can't remember



your past for you, only you can do that, so you're aplayer in agame you don't even know the rules of.
But if we makeit to the Ma Wi Jung, you will be given your memories back. | will makeit so. Thenyou
will have your old life back, and you will know who you are, and you will know what to do."

"Suppose | dierather than follow this'old life?"

"I doubt that John. Die, and leave your family? 'Y ou're not that kind of coward." John stiffened, and
Pepper bit hislip. Bad choice of words. "Besides, | can't let you do that."

Why?

"Y ou're the key to the Ma Wi Jung. Y ou are the only person on this planet that has the code to get
in." When Pepper had first ssowed away, held searched John's cabin, trying to figure out how they were
hoping to get onto the Ma Wi Jung. He'd found an artifact from the wars, adevice the Loaused to get in
and take over ships. But not even that ancient device the Loa bred, and John was hiding from everyone
else, would work quickly enough. It would take the L oa severa weeksto take over, and even then, then
it wouldn't be of any useto the Loawho'd given it to John. Ma Wi Jung had been made for humans, and
only humans, to use. That had been the agreement all those years ago when the Loa helped build the
ship.

"Why am | the only person? Wouldn't others have had the codes?’

Pepper cleared histhroat. "You're the code. Y our skin, your blood. Y our voice, your eyes, your
fingerprint, your face, and most importantly, your heartbeat." Because John had to be dive, and not
coerced, for the ship to open up to them. And he had to grant Pepper permission to board. John wasthe
only living human Filot on this planet, and he didn't have the capacity to redizeit. "Y ou'reit, theonly
person that can save thisworld."

John looked at him with obviousincredulity. Pepper shrugged, long and languoroudy, his shoulders
bunching. "Anyway, right now these things don't matter. We must first survive to get to the Ma W
Jung."

He stood up and walked away. Enough conversation. Verba games annoyed him. It would have been
alot easier to grab John, and for Pepper to put the tip of hisright index finger againgt John's temple, then
link up and shove the information down into hisbrain.

But that would kill John. The block on his memories would make sure of that.

Another iceberg approached the ship. Pepper watched it from the side rails, done on the busy deck as
people chipped at theice still accumulating on the ship.

Later that night something else cameto his attention. A hatch had opened somewhere, and he caught the
faintest whiff. A faint smell. One he was surprised he hadn't noticed before. Decay.

Teotl.

Pepper left hishammock and followed it. Several times he doubled back, losing it, but found himself
moving down into the ship until he came face-to-face with a closed bilge hatch.

He opened it, carefully, quietly, then stopped. He sat next to it for along minute, holding an internd
conversation with himself that even he didn't recognize.

A casting of the odds.

Would heliveif he crawled down into the water?



Not sure.

A Teotl was down there. Damn cresture. Probably waiting in molt, growing into amore focused
hunter-killer.

The creature's casing a this stage would be impermeabl e to gunfire or spears or anything Pepper
could muster just now, unless he provoked it into coming out. He didn't have the toolsto pull it off the
wdl, éther.

It would have the advantage, knowing he was there, waiting until hetired before it emerged. Then
Pepper would be the one on defense. And he didn't like that, not at al. Not in this small space.

No, he decided. Better not to let it know he was here. Let it make its move. He'd been lucky back at
Capital City, with the kids to obscure the fight and confuse the Teotl; he might not be so lucky now.

Better to kill it when it was out of the case, more vulnerable, not aware he was out. Pepper dways
looked for advantages going against the Teotl.

Hehadn't logt afight with one yet, but that didn't mean anything.
They were efficient adapters, and dangerous enemies.

Pepper closed the hatch and dogged it back, aware that the odds of survival had just dropped.

CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

The Aztecaarmies arrived on the peninsula and the mongoose-men retreated before their numbers.
Haidan's men dowed the Azteca down by destroying train tracks and food warehouses as they retreated.
Severd large explosive traps closed off hill passes.

The brilliantly colored Azteca horde continued forward after clearing them and unknowingly followed
the path Haidan hoped they would. Every hour the leaders of the mongoose-men sat with Dihanato
update her on what was happening.

Until thismorning. They told her there was no more information to give. The airships spied on the
Azteca, and the city waited for the Segeto begin.

Dihanaleft the Ministry building to find Haidan.

He stood on one of the walls, looking out over the empty villages and depots around the city'swalls. The
fringe of jungle green lay beyond awasteland of barbed wire, trenches, troops, and brown earth. Dihana
imagined the shadows of Azteca cregping throughiit.

"What about their airships?' she asked.

"We can hold most of them with what we got. We got explosive shell we can fire from thesewall. And
we own arship go battle them down if they come too near. But they can il fly in the distance, watch the
battle, try to look insdethe city.”



Dihanadlowed him to take her in hand and tour the rest of the walls, where men grimly manned guns
of al szes, machetes strapped to their sdes. Mot of the defenses on thewall weren't useful until the
Azteca broke the outer rings of trenches and came much closer to thewall. "Haidan, what could we have
doneto prevent this?'

"I don't know. More spy in Aztecaland?' HeE'd been up for nightsin arow, overseeing every possible
detail, hounding his men. It showed in his puffy eyes and gravelly voice. Heleaned againgt thewall and
put his head in hishands. "'If we ill dive after this, we go have to change things. Bigger forces, more
villages. Morecities. This entire land go have to be powerful, dynamic. We can't wait, can't be laid-back.
There athousand things we need.”

Dihana nodded. "We will have to be the ones on the move, not them. No more defensive waiting.”
"That too." Haidan stood up. "We il can't find any Loa."

"Where do you think they went?"

"Deep under the city?"

Dihananodded. "They give you agourd? Onewith aplagueinit?'

"We could fireit into the Aztecawhen they attack our walls," Haldan suggested. "And hunker down.
Maybe we won't catch it?'

" think the Loawould have suggested that if it worked, don't you?" She walked with Haidan back
toward one of the heavy platforms on the edge that would lower them to the streets.

"| collected dl the other ones, the onesthe Loaleft behind for the priestesses, the one they gavethe
Councilmen, and the one they gave me, in alocked vault. | want yoursthere aswell."

Haidan hel ped her onto the platform, the wood squeaking under her feet. 'Y ou think you go use them,
if it get to that point?' Haidan asked, histeeth bared in what wasn't asmile, but not quite agrimace.
"Destroy everything, So no one gets anything?”"

"That would be like Hope's Loss. For usto point our own weapon at ourselves, just like our ancestors
destroyed dl of each other's machines so no one would have anything. So many died then, Haidan. How
could | do that?"

The platform jerked. The sseam motor powering it hissed asit let the brakes go, and she dropped
down toward the ground. "Y ou hope you diewith it al," Haidan said, "and never get held responsible for
suchathing.”

"The Loaare hoping to hide this one out and come back up when either their disease has clamed
everyone, or we survive by some miracle. Maybe that was what the old-father thought they could do.
Wait it out. They could have just been trying to buy sometime.”

Haidan chuckled. "All that had survive of the old-father were the Councilmen them. Not so good, eh?”
The platform dowed and stopped at ground level.

There were more meetings to be had with the people in the city. No one knew how long thiswould
take. Food and water supplies were critical, and meting them out meant dangerous decisions. No one
was sure how long they could hold off an Azteca attack, but with so many people behind thewalls,
Dihanadidn't think it waslong. A couple months? Maybe moreif the fishermen kept their lardersfull.

Dihanawondered how much longer she could hold up without deep. As she Stepped into awaiting



vehicle, she mentaly set asdetimein the afternoon for anap.

Later in the night she awoke to a series of deep thuds. When she walked over to her window, she heard
people shouting in the Street.

Up onthewadlsof Capital City, flashes of gunfirelit the night sky with stabbing orange stresks. A
cloud of eerie-colored backlit powder floated in the air. Below the clouds seed-shaped figures coasted
over the city, dropping flares.

Dihanaleaned againgt the windowsl Il and cried.

The Aztecawere here.

CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

La Revanche landed three daysinto the third week. Pepper stood on deck along with the other crew, al
shivering, frozen, but awed at the maestic mountains covered in snow. All around them the staccato
sngps of breaking ice and swoosh of caving icebergsfilled theair.

It took another day before they were stuck in ice. The crew grew nervous, but Pepper saw from
John's cam that this was something John expected.

The bottom of the steamship was shalow and curved, not the sharp cutting shape of the traditiona
sail-ship. John explained that held seen shdlow skiffs survivethe freezing icein his previoustrip with that
design and seen deeper-ked ed skiffs staved in. Pepper watched over the next night, his eyes piercing the
dark, to see unstoppable sheets of ice push against the sdes of La Revanche, then dip under the hull and
lift the boat up onto theice.

La Revanche was shaped like the fishing skiffs that could be pulled up onto ground and float over
shallow reef water easily. John wasright. Asaresult, theice could push up without damaging the hull.

Pepper smiled and explained it to severd of the mongoose-men milling around, expecting the sides of
the ship to be stove in, waiting for the announcement of their deaths.

The mood brightened somewhat. The land was dien, dark, like something out of anightmare, but at
least they till had the ship around them.

Preparations began in earnest. They pulled the ballast out of the bilges of the boat. No one found or
said anything about the incubating Teotl, Pepper noticed. He helped with moving ballast and made his
way through bilges, looking for it.

He only found a patch of clean hull in the grime. Presumably where the creature had attached itsdlf to
cocoon. Pepper looked around. The Teotl would have eft the ship in the night, crossing theice.

It was out there somewhere, watching them.

Sailorsyeled a him to get moving. Great lead weights and blocks of stone had to be lifted out by
yardarms and lowered over the ship's Side onto bright red tarps so they could locate them when they



returned and put the ship back into the water. It was hard work.

Several men spent full-time shifts boiling and making clean water to replace their stores. Food was
inventoried and split: haf on thetarps, haf in the ship. All spare supplies were set in the snow with the
ballast and marked with tall flags.

They werelightening the ship. The Teotl could poison or get rid of the Storesthey'd eft behind if they
got free, but it was anonissue. All Pepper had to do was get to the Ma Wi Jung.

The next surprise for Pepper came when massive axles were pushed out of the sides of the front bow
and rear gern. Then tiny additiona axles where welded to the sides of the hull. Wheels were mounted,
and then several hundred feet of tread threaded on by grunting mongoose-men, their swest freezing to
their eyebrows.

Injust alittle over aday, they had converted La Revanche to a giant snow-tank. The mongoose
engineers spent another day in the boiler rooms redirecting the gears from the ship's propel ler to the
axles. Their shouts drifted up from the ship's hatchesinto the crystalline air asthey worked at getting the
ship converted.

Pepper walked aong the length of the tread. He'd been somewhat dubious, but the more he examined it,
themoreit looked asif it would work. Severa smdl, additional whedls had been mounted along the hull
of the ship, on upper and lower tracks, to keep the tread taut and provide some suspension.

Starsfilled the sky, and for amoment Pepper enjoyed the mass of congtellations, many gtill unfamiliar
tohim.

Something ahead made his nogtrils flare, and he crouched to the ground.
Blood.
Hefound severd scarlet drops on the ground, pock-marking the snow with their warmth.

Severd more feet ahead awhole pool of fresh blood lay around the ripped furs of amongoose-man.
Pepper bent over and looked at the wounds. A cut to the throat had cut the man's vocal cords, and then
numerous nasty jabs to the stomach, chest, and groin had caused the blood | oss.

Teotl. It had escaped. This poor mongoose-man had spotted it and paid as aresult.

A spotlight struck Pepper and he tensed. Men rushed to the side of the deck, murmuring spreading
around, looking down at him.

"Y ou have got to be kidding." Pepper turned and looked into the light. His eyes adjusted, and he made
anote of every face on the deck, every expression, to andyze later.

"Ishe dead?' someone asked.
Pepper nodded.
"You killed him," someonedse said.

John's haggard face appeared on deck. He looked over and frowned. With his Aztecan friend'shelp
he walked down the gangplank to the snowy ground and crunched over to the scene.

The two men stood looking at Pepper in the glare of the light.
Pepper looked at John. Come on, man, he thought, you can't believe this shit. But Pepper could tell it



wasfutile,
"I didn't do this," he said.

John didn't answer, but looked down at the dead man. Oaxyctl, Pepper noticed, never bothered.
Instead the Aztecan stared Pepper down. Something was going on, behind those brown eyes and the
frozen fringe of jet-black hair.

"Wecan't besureif hedid this" Oaxyctl said. "But we saw him in action at the battle. He did fight for
us. But we know heisvery capable of this sort of butchery. And we till don't know what heisdoing
here. We must lock him up. For our own safety.”

Now Pepper knew who at least one of the enemy was. Pepper focused on the swest frozen to John's
forehead. John was not doing well.

Oaxyctl hovered by him like a buzzard. John nodded, dmost absentmindedly, considering Oaxyctl's
words. "Yes, yes, | think that isbest for right now." He looked at Pepper, met hiseyes. "Just a
precaution.”

Again, Pepper saw aglint of the familiar John: calm, calculating, scheming. Thiswasthe easiest way to
cam the crew. Have somefaith in him, John's eyes seemed to say. Even without his memories, John
knew what he was doing. Pepper didn't move as more men came down the planks and surrounded him.
Severd stayed far back, guns pointed at him. He could have killed them all. Instead he let them lead him
back on board.

The sail locker they had locked him in thefirst time till had no doors, so they chained him between
two sturdy posts.

Just temporary, he thought. John istaking the best gamble. And he couldn't leave John here done.
John was Pepper's only way into the Ma Wi Jung.

Don't hold it againgt him.

Armsdraped a hissde, rattling chain, he sat cross-legged, ears perked, flicking as sounds reached
him from the gloom of belowdecks.

After afew hours, movement started up again. People thudded around on the decks. The boilersin the
engine room hissed steam, and men shouted ingtructions back and forth, reading off dias.

The crunch of gears being engaged shuddered through the hull. Pepper shifted as the steamship
lurched forward, amost staling as even more screaming came from between the bulkheads, the three
engineers demanding more fuel befired.

Not far from the hull Pepper listened as the treads thumped and creaked past. La Revanche moved
forward. Men shouted as they clambered up from the dow-moving treads back onto the ship.

There was more conversation. Ahead of him on the other side of abulkhead, in the hammocks where
the crew dept, Pepper listened to someone bresthing heavily. Pepper fo-cused on the sounds, tuning his
hearing up to unnaturd levels.

Someone spoke.
"Can wetrust him?' The voice sounded nervous, but afake nervous.

The heavy bresthing stopped. Someone dropped a spoon to the floor and fumbled about for it. "He



the captain, he know what he doing."
"He know where we even going?' The second person's voice took on atone of incredulity.
"Someone say he have map." Defensive.
"You seeit?'
"Uh-uh." The hammock creaked as someone got off it. "What you saying?"
"That we can't sdf trust that.”

"Look, we can't turn back. The mongoose-men ain't go stand for that. This dangerous. But think back
on what we done escape. Azteca."

A long pause. Pepper tuned out the sound of treads to focus on the amost whisper that came next.

"What if | say some of the mongoose-men nervous aswell? They think arun to Cowfoot Idand would
savedl of we"

The heavy breathing came back, aong with footsteps that moved away. There was no answer, just the
faint satic of whispersthat had moved out of his hearing range.

Muitiny, Pepper thought.

CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

Five Azteca airships moved in with the clouds. They dropped severd bombs before turning around and
leaving. They had flown too high for any of the guns on Capital City'swallsto reach them, and they had
left by the time any of Capitol City'sairshipstook to theair. They'd been doing that all day.

Haidan had finally gotten a series of patrolsin the sky to try to keep the Azteca airships a bay.

He walked down the street toward his house. He wastired, his cough had flared up, and he found
himsdf perpetualy out of breath. Three mongoose-men moved with him. One caught hisarm when he
stumbled over an uneven flagstone.

"l sorry," Haidan said. "L et's pause." He leaned againgt abrick wall and caught his breath. Too many
late nights, going 100 percent with no rest. The Aztecabombing airships had arrived, Firstop had fallen
quiet, and thefirst Aztecawarriorstrundled in large cannons to open fire on Capitol City'strenches.
They'd been funneled right into the area of the peninsula he wanted, but they were testing his defenses,
and waiting for the rest of the Aztecato catch up with them. And now his sickness had caught up with
him. Haidan needed to rest asthe siege began.

An armed squad of grim-looking Toltecawalked by and nodded.
"Where they headed?' Haidan asked.

"Outsdethewadl to fight. They volunteer.”

"1 wonder how long they go fight their own kin," Haidan said.



"You don' trust the Tolteca,” the other bodyguard said. "How come?’

"Isnot the Toltecal worried about." Haidan put his hands on hisknees. "It al the Azteca spy who
hiding in the Toltecawho volunteer to fight."

The two bodyguards shrugged. "Too late to worry now."
"It never too late to worry."
"That'strue."

They stood and looked at each other for awhile. Then Haidan looked at the band of Toltecamarching
to protect the city. "Either way, it damn good to see so many mongoose-men out,” he said. A
high-pitched whistlefilled his ears and the world exploded around him. Thewall he had been leaning
againg crumbled. The bricks struck him. 1t dl dumped on top of him, blacking everything out. Haidan
coughed as heinhaled dust.

Theroaring in his ears stopped.
Hedtirred.

Hehurt dl over. In several placesit was more than the press of brick, but the pain of broken bones.
Haidan moaned and tried to push the heavy weight off him, but he was too weak.

Voicesfiltered down to him. After several minutes large pieces of wall were dragged away from on
top of him. One of the bodyguards and severa Tolteca scraped away the rubble and pulled him out.

They strapped him to a piece of board and carried him down the Street. Every few seconds a
concerned face would look down at him and ask him if he was okay.

Hetried to reply, but hisvoice croaked, and there seemed to be alot of blood everywhere. Hed
planned. Hed planned enough that it would go on, he told himself. No matter how tiring thiswas, no
matter how he was hurt, the city would fight without him. Dihanaand his men would seetoit.

Far, far over the city, hewatched apair of airships crash into each other and burn.
Haidan wasredlieved to close his eyes, black out, and finally get somerest.

CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

Theicy lands stretched out around them. Fast winds bit into the Sides of La Revanche and madethe
rigging sng. Anyone not on watch huddled below near the ship's kitchen fires or in the boiler rooms.

On the second day word spread throughout the ship as they passed between two great mountains of
snow that something wondrous was to be seen from the decks. Through clear sheets of tranducent ice,
great dabs of dlvery metd flashed back at them.

Buildings, hundreds of feet high, had been caught intheice.
John stood with several mongoose-men at the ship'srail. Someone asked the inevitable question.



"What are they?'

"Things left over from the old-fathers," John said. Greet buildings, leaning over at strange angles as
they were swept away in dow motion by the blocks of ice. A grest city had stood here once.

Welcome back, he thought. Yes, thiswas. . .
Oaxyctl waked over to John. "They are made of ametd?"

"It glintslikemetd," John said, losing the feding of ancther fleeting memory. "But thereisglassas
well." He pointed. The buildings had rooms, and they could seefurnitureinside. It made John shiver. It
was asif he were looking a a perfectly preserved piece of time.

The familiar feding came again. John let go of therailing and turned to walk away, but hiswounded leg
buckled under him. Oaxyctl grabbed his shoulder and held him.

"Buildings by them god," someone marveled. "No man could make them thing.”

John shook his head. "The old-fathers made Capitol City." The sallorsdidn't look so sure. "They were
powerful men. Not gods. Men."

"How long before we arrive?' they asked.

"Three days." John leaned over and looked at the deck, aimost talking to himself. "Just outsde the
city."

The name on the map said this was Starport. It echoed around John's head for awhile. Stars. The
old-fatherslaunched their great shipsal the way to the stars from here.

"Whoa," Oaxyctl muttered, catching him again.

John'sleg would not cooperate. Frustrated, he hung from Oaxyctl.

Thiswas no way to lead an expedition.

"Take meto my cabin. Get the mongoose doctor-man,” John ordered.

Oaxyctl helped him hop over to the nearest companion-way and struggle down into the ship.

John began swegting. The humid belowdecks, dank and dark, set something off in him. He fought off a
touch of claustrophobia. The bulkheadsloomed in on him, and hisvision blurred.

It was too close, too dark. He'd spent an eternity in dark, cramped spaces, and he was sick of them.
"l don't fed sowell," he said as Avasawalked into the cabin and Barclay came close behind.

"Sir," Avasasad. "If that the case, you should hand over the chart. Let we navigate. Y ou need to stay
below, stay warm. Rest. Don't use your foot.”

And maybe Avasawas too helpful, John thought. What happened when he handed over the map to
the thin mongoose leader?

He couldn't be sure. Or maybe he was paranoid.

Barclay leaned against the doorjamb with his hands crossed over his chest. "Ain't no matter.” He
shrugged. "When food get haf out, we turn back. Right?"



John wiped his forehead with adeeve. "We run out of food in ten days with no rationing. We have
plenty of time."

"Then no worry," Barclay said. "We got four day to search for this. . . thing, we should do okay."
"Maybe" Avasasad. "But not if it buried under theice.”

John began unwrapping the bandages around his thigh with his good hand. The sirips of gauze were
gticky and wet. Thefaint smell of decay made hisheart Snk. ™Y ou're right, Avasa. But now is not the
time." John regarded his thigh with disgppointment.

Avasas surgeon walked in. "What happen?’

John pulled off another bandage. He met the surgeon's eyes. "Everyone out. Leave." John waved them
out. Parasites. Expecting him to die. Or turn around. He couldn't. Pepper had told him Jerome was till
dive. He didn't know where Shantawas.

They werefar, far from here.

He'd be damned if he died so far from them. Damned if he didn't finish this mad attempt to turn the
scales back on the Azteca.

John looked at the surgeon. "No cutting. Not yet.”

"Thelonger you wait, the more likely you go dead." The mongoose-man looked at John asif he were
crazy. "It sndl infect. Gangrenous.”

"You can't operate,”" John said fiercely. Thisingstence made no sense, but he did know that for some
reason the idea of someone cutting into hisleg scared him dmaost more than the thought that there might
be someone on board the ship trying to sabotage the mission.

He had to rely on hisingtincts. Here, they were dl he had.
The surgeon sighed and opened one of the cupboards near John's desk to fetch more gauze.

After enduring more bandaging, John dismissed him and pored over the map, trying to memorize what
was blank white past the coastline.

Hewould get them there yet and till remain in command.

John woke in the middle of the night. Feverish. Pepper sat near his bed, watching him, and John wasn't
surprised.

"How are you fedling?' Pepper asked.
"Not sowell." John looked around, eyes barely focusing. "They want to cut my leg. | wont let them.”

"Good. It isn't like your hand, clean separation. The leg will have more mods. Don't want those cut,
now do you?'

"What are you doing here? How'd you escape?"

"There are men among the crew who're going to mutiny." Pepper shifted. He hadn't shaved in days,
and John could see a patchy beard beginning to grow in. Pepper's eyes reflected arandom piece of light.

"What are they saying?"' John asked.



"They say that you don't know what you are doing. That we are chasing abush tale. That we should
head for Cow-foot Idand and hide from the Aztecathere.”

John sighed. "'l just haveto hold it together for two more days. That'sal. Then we will seeif Edward
and the Loawere right about the Ma Wi Jung.”

"We're close, John, but we may not have that long." Pepper moved over and sat on the bed next to
John. Clumps of ice did off his coat onto the bed.

John looped his good arm around Pepper's arm. He still didn't understand what Pepper's goals were,
but for this shadowy moment, he felt an ungpoken brotherhood with the man. Y ou shouldn't be out. The
crew will kill you if they redize you've escaped.”

"Doesn't matter." Steps toward the cabin door prompted Pepper to stand up. "I haveto go, John." He
pulled his coat tight around him. "It's hard to see you like this, man. Y ou and me, we were just about the
most dangerous things out there. Now herewe are, messing around on thissmdll littleworld, facing
death. Unknown. Insignificant." Pepper walked over to the rear porthole and opened it. A blast of cold
ar made John shiver. "Now we'rejust done.” Pepper dithered through the porthole, twisting and
contorting to fit through a space that John didn't think anyone could have fit through.

"Where are you going?' John asked as Pepper dropped out of the porthole.

Pepper's hands grabbed the lip, and he looked into the cabin. "Out. Off this contraption. But | will be
close by, John. Always close. If anything happens, strike out into the snow, quick. I'll be there soon
enough. Heer?'

John nodded, and a hand knocked at the door. Pepper closed the porthole behind him and
disappeared into the night.

"Comein," John sad.

Barclay srodein. "We got aproblem." His mouth etched out agrim line, his eyes narrowed. John
didn't know Barclay well, but he could see the anger in Barclay's tense posture. "We missing food."

"Help meup,” John said. "How much arewe missng?"
"What we going do?'
"How much are we missing?' John repeated.

Barclay dammed the pam of hishand into the desk by the door. "Half." He looked at John and
nodded. "Enough to get back, seen? Someone plan thisred careful .”

John balanced on hisgood leg. "Call everyone topside, awake or adeep. We give orders. Half
rations.”

"They aint go likeit. Not abit."

"I know. But what's the dternative? Our only hopeisthis damn machine everyone wants, you know
that. Or do you think we have enough men in Capitol City to hold off the Azteca?'

Barclay shook his head.
"Doit," John ordered. "Get someone to help me up the companionway.” Damn it, they were o close!

Barclay walked off, shoulders s umped over. John hobbled over to the stepsthat led up into the dark,
cold air. He could see stars just past therailsthat led up.



He shifted the crude crutch. Things were coming to a head, he redized. And a stubborn part in the
back of hisbrain told him that there was no way he could back down. Some old part of him, long since
forgotten, ingsted that they find this machine. No matter what the cost. John's breeth seamed the air as
he thought about how to get the sailorsto find that same determination.

CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

So now what, John?? he whispered to himself when Oaxyctl helped him out of the companionway and
onto the deck. He wobbled for a second, the skin on hisface crinkling as the cold wind brushed at him.

Far infront of La Revanche great jagged edges of metal and ice grew out of the snows. They looked
like shark fins. The landscape had changed from the naturd to the unnaturd. The graveyard of the
old-fathers, John thought. Their ancient ships, their buildings, stuck in this snowy waste.

La Revanche lurched to astop, and John toppled forward. He braced againgt the fall with hisarms,
then struggled back to hisknees. All twenty sailors stood on deck, and the mongoose-men lined theralls,
shivering.

"Whet the hdll isgoing on?" John snapped.

Barclay waked forward and John's shoulders dumped. He could tell. Something in Barclay's walk
alone. He hadn't kept control. ™Y ou?' John asked. "Y ou're turning the ship around, aren't you?"

"Sorry." Barclay looked down at John. "I had tell you we only had half we supply. But | lie. I'd hope
you would have turned back when | told you this. But instead, you want push on.”

"So you think we chasing afary tae?’

"Wethink we lucky if we makeit back dive."

"Back where?' John yelled. "Capitol City? Or you go hide in the bush, on Cowfoot Idand? Where?!
The sailors muttered when they heard Cowfoot Idand.

"Already one of welosethey finger to the cold,” Barclay said. "Thisaint right. Thiswegther, this place.
Weain't supposed to be here. If we leave now, we could hide on Cowfoot Idand, build more boat, build
some weapon. If we turn back now, we could fight."

"How long you think you can stay on Cowfoot Idand?" John grunted and pulled himself up to stand on
oneleg. "Weeks? Months? Then the Azteca come and wipe you away when they redlize people hiding
there"

"Thenwehideinthejungle” someoneyelled. "At least welive."

John walked forward. "Thisisfoolishness." He took another haf step forward and Barclay pushed
him. John flailed over backward and the side of his head hit acleat. He bled onto theicy deck.

Severd mongoose-men stepped forward and the sail ors produced spears and guns. An uneasy silence
Settled across the deck.



"So what are you going to do with me?" John asked, looking straight at the forest of boots shuffling on
the deck. Pepper had told him to go out onto theice. But John didn't have the strength to stand. The
dizzinessthrestened to overwhelm him.

"Lock you up, take you with us," Barclay said.

"Why don't you leave me here." John coughed and pulled his cheek off the cold deck. "Leave me here
with food, water, let metry to find the machine mysdf."

Barclay shook his head.
"He go die anyway," someone shouted. "Tosshim."
"No," Barclay said. "'If we amputate him leg now, rest him up, keep himwarm, hego live."

"They don't want that," John said. "What do you do with me anyway? Maybe I'll tell others about your
treachery. Suppose | wander around, saying that you had a chance to save Capitol City, their brothers
and cousins, from being sacrificed, or spending their lives as daves?!

Barclay looked around, judging the air for himsdif.

"If you leave me," John said, "you won't have that on your conscience. Y ou can still say you left me out
here, and that if | didn't find the machine, it was because it didn't exist. Or it didn't work."

"Okay." Barclay swallowed. "Y ou stay." He looked around. " Get him supplies.”
The sailors spread out.

"Who will go with him?" Oaxyctl asked, till standing behind John. Barclay paused. "He can't walk.
And there are people on this ship who don't want to turn around.”

"Go with him, then, Azteca," Barclay said. "Who es=?

Avasagtepped forward. "1 will go." Thelong line of mongoose-men stirred, but he flicked hisfinger.
He turned and pointed at two more mongoose-men. "Aswill they."

"Y ou have twenty minutes," Barclay said. "Then La Revanche steaming back to the ocean.”

John dug thetip of his hook into the deck, splintering wood as he ground histeeth. Hed said he would
get to the Ma Wi Jung and bring it back any way he could. Pepper had told him he was the code.

Hewould get the Ma Wi Jung.
"Oaxyctl,” hewhispered. "There are magpsin my cabin.”

Barclay heard him and shook his head. "We need the maps to retrace the route, deBrun. Y ou on you

John nodded. He had it memorized anyway. Instead he told Oaxyctl whereto find the device the Loa
gave himin Capitol City. Just in case.

Twenty minutes later Avasaand Oaxyctl helped him into the snow. The cold seeped through his
clothes. Two sailors hopped down after them, silently agreeing to become part of the marooned group.

La Revanche |&ft the pack of seven askiff and apair of axes. Oaxyctl wasted no timein hacking the
smdl boat apart to make a crude ded for John. Once done, the six men grabbed the ropes and pulled.

Onthe ded, John and severa bags of supplies moved forward toward the massve scythdikefinsin



the disance.

"l hope," Avasasaid, "thisthing we are searching for will be able to save us now, or wewill diein the
ice"

Oaxyctl, John noticed out of the corner of hiseye, said nothing. He just looked back at the ship with
dread in hiseyes. It was asif he expected it to come bearing down on them a any moment.

CHAPTER SIXTY

Oaxyctl was convinced hewould diein the cold. The bleak, colorless hills of snow stretched and
stretched until they ether hit small mountain peaks in the distance or disgppeared into the gray haze that
hung over theland. Each step into the deep snow, dmost hafway up histhighs, seemed to bring more
numbness. And the constant struggle through the powder exhausted him.

Hopefully he could do what he was commanded before the god caught up to them.

Swedt froze. Firgt it trickled down his back and sides. Then it froze. Sometimes the beads of sweat
would unfreeze again, and trickle farther down until his clothes caught it.

On the pallet they pulled through the snow, John lay in adight fever. At least that was small
consolation. Oaxyctl had been told Barclay would try to jail John, so that Oaxyctl could torture him for
the codes, but it had aso been understood that Oaxyctl might have to leave the ship with John to get the
codes.

If he could return to La Revanche quickly enough with the codes, he should be safe. But even if he
didn't, Oaxyctl's friends had told him that the god was out on theice now, and it would catch up to them
oneway or another.

If he got the codesfirgt, then they could return to the ship, Oaxyctl imagined. He would have done his
duty to the gods.

Oaxyctl wasn't sure what John dreamed or halucinated now out in the cold, but he couldn't imagine
John would livelong. And he needed the pass codes John had in him before John died.

Where was the god? Oaxyctl wondered. Close?

Hewondered if he was supposed to kill John right after obtaining the codes, to sed them away for
good. It seemed that the gods might want that, but Oaxyctl wasn't sure he could do it. He'd spent too
long in Nanagada and been through too much with John. He viewed John and his men asjust that, men,
like him. And they did not deserve dow desaths any more than Oaxyctl did.

Coward, hetold himsdlf. That isdl you are. At onetime he would have been glad to offer himself up
as asacrifice to the gods.

But now he no longer believed they were gods. Just that they were more powerful crestures than him.

All these thoughts swirled around his mind as he trudged aong the icy wastes. But the one image that
sat foremost in his mind wasthat of the glistening, black cocoon ensconced inside La Revanche.



Oaxyctl wondered what form the god would take to track them through the snow.

The grest finstowered afew hundred feet overhead, blocking out the strong winds that seemed to whip
the cold right through them. Avasa agreed that they should rest in the shelter of one, away from the
ten-foot-long icicles that had developed on the ledges overhead.

Oaxyctl sat closeto thefire and listened to the snapping sound of ice. Avasa huddled closeto him.

Timeslikethis seemed surreal. They were o far removed from the things they considered normd that
they began to lose themsdlves.

"Do you missyour wife?" Avasa asked.

Oaxyctl looked at the man. They both had dark skin, brown compared to the darker skin of the
average Nanagadan. In the cold it seemed to turn gray. Avasas mustache drooped tiny icicles that
moved as he spoke.

"I barely remember her," Oaxyctl said. "Doesthat sound bad?' Over to hisleft John tirred, wrapped
in blankets, only hiseyesvisible. "I'm so far out from anything | consider normd, | don't even understand

things. | just keep going.”
Avasanodded. "I'll miss seeing my wifeagain.”
"What makesyou say that?'

"Kadi'sinfinite eyes stare back at mein this desolate shitland,” Avasasaid. "1 know I'm going to die of
the cold here. Look." He pulled a his gloves, tugged at them, until the stiff piece of clothing pulled off.
The edges of hisfingerswere black. "I can't fed them." Avasasvoice broke. "The cold is eating me
away at the edges.”

He solemnly held the damaged hand closeto thefire.

Oaxyctl looked down at his boots. Hed stopped feeling the stinging snow around histoes at midday.
He wondered what hisfeet looked like.

"Sowhy doit?" Oaxyctl asked. "Y ou could have stayed on the ship.”

Avasalooked at him. "I've seen the plans to keep back the Azteca. We stand no chance. Thislong
shot John chases, that Haidan came up with, it'sthe only hope | have of saving my family, my children.
One must do whatever they can, even it means oneslife, understand?’

Oaxyctl squinted at the dancing fire. Thinking of John's struggle, hesaid, "Yes, | understand.” He
huddled into his clothes as best he could. The wind whistled nearby, broken by the great dab of metd at
their backs. Hed been right. Capitol City could not stand. There was no place that he could hide from
the gods.

Their will demanded to be obeyed. He had no choice.

The other men glanced at each other, grim, quiet, mostly trying to catch deep. Oaxyclt nodded at the
two sailorswho'd volunteered to come.

One was the man who had led him degp into La Revanche's bilge to meet the god. The man nodded
back.

Oaxyctl stamped out thefire. He looked at the last embers wistfully, recalling the warmth and aready



missing it. Thefierce, constant wind kicked up snow, making it hard to hear anything.

"My name Lionel." Oaxyctl turned around toward the accomplice who was yelling at him over the
wind, the salor by hisside. "'l never introduce mysdlf before.” Lionel nodded over at the other sailor. "He
name Vincent. Hewith us."

"Okay." Oaxyctl pulled Liond close and whispered,

"Y our task isthe two mongoose-men. Get them out of sight, kill them.”

IIY@.II
They crunched over theice away from each other, bresth puffing out in front of their faces.

John'sfever had let up again, Oaxyctl noticed. John craned his head back and looked up at the grest
finsof meta around them dl. "Oaxyctl, arethose letters?"

Oaxyctl looked up the sides of alarge fin across from the party.

"Yes." Faint shadows of symbols could barely be discerned.

"Read themtome."

Oaxyctl squinted, but couldn't read the faded shapes. "I can't.”

"Damn." John struggled around a bit, then stopped. "I don't know where my spyglassis.”
"Wel€ft it onthe ship.”

"o

Oaxyctl walked out toward the end of the rope, taking his place next to Avasaand Liond. Thetwo
mongoose-men walked out in front, scouting the way. They'd found the ice to be treacherous, filled with
crevasses. They walked with splintered lengths of plank to stick into the snow every other step to search
for letha gaps.

"Oaxyctl," John caled out. "1 think welost my leg.”

Oaxyctl said back over his shoulder, "I know." He picked up the rope, then he and Avasabegan to
pull. They weren't asfast asthe ship. And La Revanche didn't fal into crevasses asthey might.

Three, or four, more days of this hell.

It didn't help Oaxyctl's nervesthat at any moment he knew something horrible could burst out from the
gloom. The god was out there, tracking them by now.

Hefdtit.

Liond's attack came three hours later. The mongoose-men and the two sailors | eft to explore up ahead.
They were out of the greet forest of finsinto gentle hills of snow.

Oaxyctl heard ascream, and then another.

Lione returned done, fifteen minutes later. He looked shaken, agood actor. "A big crevasse,” he
panted. He shook his head. Looked at Avasawith atired expression. "My man Vincent dead. And you



two mongoose-men.”
Avasa dropped the rope, cam. "My two best men?’
Liond nodded. "We go need avoid that area."

Avasawalked over to him. "Those men never made mistakes like that. Not ones you would have been
abletowalk from."

"What you saying?' Liond asked.
"We keep going. Straight. | want to see what happened for mysdif.”
Liond hestated, but Oaxyctl took up the rope. "L et's keep going.”

Avasa circled the scuffed marksin the snow and squatted. Oaxyctl stood next to him. The crevasse, he
thought, was afew feet away. If he just shoved and kicked Avasain, he could be done.

But he could see awarinessin Avasas posture that told him otherwise.

And evenif hedidn't seeit, hewasn't sure he could doit.

Coward, he berated himsdlf again.

"They fought,” Avasasaid. "l don't know about that man Liond. Heislying. Hekilled my men."
"Maybe the other man, Vincent, did something," Oaxyctl sad.

Avasa shook his head. He pulled agun out and trudged over to Lionel.

Oaxyctl pulled the ax out of hisbelt and followed. "Listen, thereis no need for any of thid" Hetried to
get closer to Avasa.

Lione stood up and pulled along knife out from his boots. He and Avasa circled each other. The
sound of a shotgun being cocked stopped them all.

John sat upright, shivering in hisblankets. "No onekillsanyone. You dl stay right in front of me. Y ou
al put your wegpons on the ded, dowly. Then we continue on.”

The silent face-off continued until John fired a shot between the three men. Snow spray kicked up into
thear.

"N(]N,"

They complied. John sat upright, shotgun cradled under his good arm, watching them with astrength
none had suspected he till had.

Oaxyctl began thinking about the sign of Ocdotl again.

CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE



Pepper trudged his way through snow. To any other eye, the constant white deet would have rendered
them lost. Even as Pepper moved forward, his footprints disappeared.

But he kept tracking John, as he had promised.

The cold numbed him. Pepper increased his body temperature. He'd lose some body mass. It would
impede his ability to survive more than aweek out here, but that didn't maiter. If he didn't survivethe
week and find the Ma Wi Jung, he was dead anyway. Why prolong it?

A faint changeinthewind.
He sniffed the cold, barren air and paused.

Snow crunched far to the left, and Pepper realized he wasn't the only one out among the featureless
hills and sudden crevasses tracking prey.

The nearest snowy hillock exploded. Pepper planted his feet and turned to face the Teotl.

CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO

John'sleg stopped throbbing. Chill crept throughout hiswhole body. He wasn't too sureif hisleft hand
was a hook. He remembered both that it was a hook, and that he had once had ahand and that was
new. He hadn't remembered what it was like to have ahand for along, long time.

And Starport: he saw amap of wherethey sat in hishead. He spun it around a bit, rotated it, then
pushed it away.

He had akid. Jerome. He remembered awife. Shanta

I nteresting. When had that happened?

"Johnny, Johnny, what the fuck isgoing on?" he chattered.
Hed fucked up something serious. Left himsalf bits and pieces.

Gonna have to amputate this soon or die. Only an ax around, strapped to abundle of canvas. Ax
wouldn't do thejob. Kill him quicker. And the three men standing at the edge of the rope |ooking back at
him might do the job even sooner.

John didn't trust them. Couldn't trust the motivations. Severa thingswereintheair.
Emergency, man. Focus on the necessary. Discard excess.

Y ouredying, hetold himsdf. By theway, if you amputate, you're going to have to cut through some
stuff inyour leg tougher than bone. Don't forget that you're not dl naturd.

What?

He tried to make sense of the new memories bubbling out from behind the brick wall of hismind. The
memories weren't specific images, or anything swirling out like adream. They werejust thingsthat



happened to be there when he turned his thoughts different ways.
For example, the name Starport felt familiar. He remembered being there before.

One of the men waked back toward John. He held the rifle up. Focus on the moment. "I'll shoot you if
you don't get back out on the rope," John growled. It wasin hiseyes. This one was bad news. Oaxyctl, it
was familiar to roll that name around in the back of hismind.

The fever, the shock, must be shaking old memoriesloose, he thought. | finally remember mysdlf. And
al it took was getting shot, gangrenous, and half frozen to desath.

Helaughed, and they looked back at him.
John gestured with therifle. "I'm fucking serious.”

Of course, he thought, he needed them to pull him, so he couldn't shoot them in thelegs. If they
rushed, hed wait until he could hit an arm. They could still pull him there with ashot arm.

Some of them wanted him dead. Or needed something from him.

They were s0 close to the dockyards, he thought, leaning back and drowsing off. He could fed the
Ma Wi Jung cdlinghim.

Theman cdled Liond stood overhead, blocking out the sun.
John placed the end of the barrel againgt Liond's chin. "I'm napping.”
Lionel scrunched back to the end of the rope and joined the two waiting men.

How long would thislast? Wasting away, amost at the end. The memories held grabbed during the
last wave of semiconsciousnessfled again.

Where the hell was Pepper? Hed have to get the man's attention.

John fired the shotgun into the air three times, fumbling to reload, then leaned back. Let them think he
was mad. That would keep them back for awhile longer.

Hewas kidding himsdlf. He was too tired. Whom could he trust out of the three men? Oaxyctl had
saved hislife before. John relaxed, called him back.

"l can't do it any longer." He handed Oaxyctl the shotgun. "1'm too tired. Y ou protect me. Keep us
moving."

Avasawaked up behind Oaxyctl and whispered. Oaxyctl nodded.

"John." Avasaleaned down next to John. "John. Y our leg is gangrenous, and you're hdlucinating. We
need to cut it off now. We're trying to save your life" Avasa cut and pulled avay John'strousers. John
protested weakly. The numbing wind crept through the rest of his clothing from theinside out.

"Here." Avasaheld abottle of rum to John'slips and grabbed his good hand as warmth spread. "I'm
sorry, John, but | haveto cut.”

"Please don't," John whimpered as Avasa unwrapped one of the packages lashed to the ded and
unwrapped a saw. "Too dangerous.”

Avasa picked up the long saw and positioned it above John's knee, his back turned to Oaxyctl.
Oaxyctl raised the shotgun, aimed it at them, and fired. The back of Avasas head exploded over the



snow in front of the crude ded and John's bare leg.
"l don't understand.” John blinked.

"Hewastrying to kill you." Oaxyctl waked away, head down, shoulders dumped, shaking his head.
Liond sat next to John. The ded creaked down into the snow.

"We need the code," Lionel said.
"What code?" John stared at the pieces of gleaming skull fragments on his boots.

"TheMa Wi Jung." Liond dribbled more rum down John'sthroat, then leaned down and pulled a
long knife out from hisleft boot. "The Ma Wi Jung,” he repeated. The rum'swarm cam fled. Lione was
the fucker trying to get something from him. "Ma. Wi. Jung.”

Lionel dammed the knife into John's kneecap. On the good leg.

John screamed.

CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE

Dihanaran dong the great wall of Capitol City toward the gates. Gordon saw her and waved her over to
asmdl wooden platform.

"Why isn't Haidan here?"
Gordon handed her aspyglass. "He hurt. Airship drop abomb near him."

"Oh, no." Dihanas stomach clenched. Not Haidan. That meant Gordon was the new
mongoose-genera in practice, and the only friend she felt she had lay hurt somewhere. Dihana closed her
eyes amoment, clutching the spyglass.

"They aready drown afew thousand marching to take the flood area," Gordon said. "Been watching
them al morning. But they keep coming.”

Dihanaraised the long brass tube up. Mud, twisted wire, and bodies|eapt into focus. "So many." The
Azteca seemed to be everywhere she looked, asfar as she could see. "What does Haidan think? Will |
be ableto go see him?"

Gordon looked down. "He till out, adeep, or unconscious, something. He ain't responding.”
"But hésdive?'
"Yesh"

They watched the mud and trenches for the next hour. Watched more Azteca struggle through the
flooded area between the tracks, then begin to use the drier ground north of that, pushing up againgt their
felow warriors dready coming up dong the northern tracks.

Thefront of the line faltered as mongoose-men opened fire from the trenches farthest out from the city.
Then Azteca cannon fire blew gouts of earth into the air anong the mongoose-men trenches. Dihana



winced.
"We have Haidan's plans, we know what happens next," Dihanatold Gordon.

The mongoose-man nodded. "I know." He turned and gave orders. Mongoose-men scurried off to
gmall sutter-stations along thewal, and minutes|ater Dihana saw one of Haidan's surpriseslumber down
the northern tracks. Hed left aone-mile stretch ill down. An armored engine chuffed dong it, gaining
gpeed. Two mongoose-men jumped out of it, and others pulled gates and wire out of theway to let it
pass through the zones.

It picked up speed, barreling toward Aztecawho jumped off the track to get out of itsway.
Gordon leaned forward. "Right now."

Thetrain exploded, meta and fire ripping out into the Aztecawarriors nearby. They were blown away
from the explosion like so many colored fegthers, Dihana thought.

"And again," Gordon said, as asecond train gained speed and headed toward the Azteca. It was the
firgt of many surprisesfor the Azteca.

"We might break them here," Dihanawhispered. Who could |lose thousands a day and recover?

By midday the Azteca advance faltered. Hemmed in by the coast on their l€ft, the flooded areas on their
right, and the press of their own advance behind them, they chose to pause and began digging in.

Heartened, Dihanaleft the wallsto return to her office but wasintercepted by a breathless ragamuffin.

"Minigter,” he gasped. "We have aproblem.” He took a deep breath. "Tolteca-town in revolt. Three
hundred Toltecatake over abarrack. They have rifles now."

Gordon swung around. " There mongoose in the barrack?"

"No, no, they just holing up. Maybe sending out the word to other Tolteca. They aready kill anyone
they passup inthe Street.”

"How'd this happen?' Dihanafought not to yell. "I thought we had enough mongoose-men keeping
Toltecatown hemmed in?’

"Haidan and | move a bunch of them out past thewalls. Bad thinking." Helooked out over the city.
"The Aztecaain't pressing the south rail. Take five hundred mongoose-men from there, go back, and
take care of this, Dihana." Gordon whistled amongoose-man over and repeated his orders. ™Y ou know,"
Gordon said, "this probably wouldn't have happen if you hadn't work so hard to keep the Aztecain the

aty."
Dihanasaid nothing in return. She took the three mongoose-men with her and ran with them aong the

wall toward the south rail gate. It beat arguing over something that couldn't be changed. And it was doing
something.

A trio of commanding mongoose-men met them above the south rail gate. Someone grabbed her arm.
"Welost contact with the southern towns.”



"What?' Dihanapulled away. "Are you sure?'

"Wejust send an armor train down to see about it, they still gone. We think the Azteca either split they
forces, or an Azteca scout party cut the wire.”

They couldn't withdraw so many mongoose-men from the southern line if Aztecawere coming up it
now. And—Dihana felt despair—that would mean they'd lost their ability to get resupplied by the
southern towns.

"Somebody send an arship dong to confirm this, and seeif we can spot Azteca™" Thiswas out of the
plan. She missed Haidan.

"What do we do about them men from Tolteca-town?" they asked her.

Dihana stood there. "We need to get back to Gordon." She couldn't make adecision like this on her
own, but she knew they were going to have to withdraw the men aong the southern rail. They'd lose their
ability to compressthe Aztecainto therr killing field.

By sunset mongoose-men trooped back away from the southern rails, and thefirst of a second wing of
Azteca arrived on the southern edge of the peninsula.

The Azteca attack began again in twilight, thistime from two Sdes, as mongoose-men insde the city
hunted down the Toltecatraitors and killed them to regain the barracks.

When Dihana saw Gordon again, he pursed hislips. "They force us," he said. "We could have hold the
southern track or take care of the Toltecain the city.”

The boom of Azteca cannon fire threatened to drown their conversation out. A line of airshipsin the
distance drew closer.

"Wedlill hold the outer trench ling," Dihanasaid. "Werekilling so many of them.”

"Not much longer," Gordon said. "I giving the order to fal back so that the attacking Aztecawithin
range of thewall guns. Wekilling them, but for every one wekill, two more standing behind the one that
fdl."

Later that night the mongoose-men fell back and long trenches of fuel burned in the night to make a
barrier between the Azteca and the mongoose-men. It added to the Azteca casudties, they saw, but it
didn't stop them. Out of the smoky veil over the land when the flames dwindled, the Azteca came
onward. Dying, but inching ever closer to thewadls.

They didn't have achance of breaking the Aztecatide. They could only dow it.

CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR

Liond repeated the same words over and over. Codes. Ma. Wi. Jung. Each punctuated by the impact of
the blade. Foot: through the boot and into the cartilage and flesh, twisted to emphasize Jung. CAf:
through the legs of the trousers that soaked the blood up. Arms:. dicing John's forearms. Chest, ssomach,



Lionel remained patient. "Give me the codes, John, or it will get worse, you'll diedowly, so dowly, in o
much more pain. I'm just getting Sarted.”

Then Liond stabbed John's | eft thigh and the blade tip snapped off just under the skin. Liond tried
again, and again, and then John sat up, covered in his own blood, and grabbed Lionel by the throat to
pull him close. He remembered he once had the strength to snagp Liond's neck with just that same amount
of effort. "Look, fucker," he growled. "None of you get it. Pepper wasright. There are no codes. Just
me"

Liond responded by damming the knife through John's shoulder and he dropped back down to the
ded. A shotgun fired. Liond fdl to the snow in agout of hisown blood.

"Goddgl" Oaxyctl yelled. It sounded asif he wastalking to someone John couldn't see. "This man was
torturing John while | wasaway. | don't know why."

John's vison stopped working, but he felt large hands yank the knife free and pick him up. Pepper.
Too late, too late.

Time passed. He wasn't sure how much, and then Pepper's familiar voice punctured histrance.
"John?'

"Torture," John whispered. Everything hurt so much that nothing hurt in comparison, and everything felt
gticky or crusty or gtill bloody. He couldn't hold out much longer. Not in this cold, not with these wounds.
Hewould die. And soon.

John fell into adeep deep. He dreamed of flying.

CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE

Pepper used a spare ax to chip out the blocks to make an igloo, while Oaxyctl watched, not sure what
Pepper was doing. His muscles ached from the last day of wading through snow and the encounter with
the Teotl that <till hunted them. Pepper threw Oaxyctl the other ax.

"Get to work. Makeice bricks. Y ou can see what I'm doing."

Hacking theiceinto bricks, chipping them into the shape. Thefirst few rings grew up out of the
ground, risng and falling in on themselves to begin the dome. Pepper sensed the pressure dropping, the
wind increasing. He chipped the bricks into accurate shapes as Oaxyctl handed them to him. When
Oaxyctl fell behind, Pepper made hisown.

The upcoming storm he sensed might last only the night, or afew days. They had supplies, but every
day they dalied increased the chances of failure with John's death. And damn it, Pepper hadn't gotten
therein timeto save John from being tortured. The whole damn situation balanced on aknife's edge.

He wasn't even sure what role Oaxyctl had played in the torture, as Oaxyctl claimed that he had lft to
look for a sheltered areaand come back to find Lionel torturing John.



Pepper didn't believe him.

Theseignorant idiots didn't even redize that there was no code to be dragged out of John deBrun.
Even the Teotl chasing them, old enough now to have hazy memories of those times, thought the same.

Thiswasn't, Pepper thought, like the cavein A Thousand and One Nights. Nothing like the Ma Wi
Jung just opened for the right words. The ship had to know for sure whomever it let aboard was
legitimete.

Since the day the Teotl had captured the wormholes and trapped everyone in-system, Starport, with
the help of the Loa, had thrown its men into building along-range ship that could launch from the ground
and travel the distances between the stars. It could repair itsalf after great amounts of damage and help
keep the humansin it divefor insane lengths of time thanks to the L oa's contributions.

It would eventudly have brought them help.

The Teotl had dmost won, so there was one last assault on the holes to destroy them and cut the Teotl
off from their endless stream of reinforcements, aswell as cutting Nanagada off from dl the other worlds.
The backlash of the weapons used to collapse the wormhol e destroyed the shipsin that attack, most
satellitesin orbit, and many orbita habitats. Almaost anything with achipinit died.

Survivors of the destruction unleashed their worst remaining wegpons on each other, and Pepper had
listened to the survivors destroy each other with nuclear and antimatter wegponsin amatter of days.
Some in hardened life pods survived thanks to the combination of organic Loa technology and protected
circuitry. That left asmall congtdlation of floating, powerless survivorsin space waiting and listening for
rescuers who never came. Most suicided after the first hundred years.

The Ma Wi Jung was designed to take that kind of abuse in her long trek acrossthe stars, just asthe
pods. Pepper knew theinitia burst would have quieted the ship. But it could recuperate.

A combination of hardening, shielding, and recuperative organic technology the dlien Loahad given
them meant that the Ma Wi Jung would be the best candidate for a surviving ship.

Not just any surviving ship, but one giving him achanceto findly go home.

He'd been trapped in this system for 350 years. With most of those centuries spent inside adamned
escape pod. Pepper would do anything, let nothing stand in hisway, to end that sentence.

Lionel'samost headless body had frozen solid. Pepper hefted it like amassvelog and walked over to a
pit in the snow he'd dug.

He dropped the man in and pushed snow over.

Oaxyctl had done him afavor. But Pepper would have prefered taking care of Liond so that he could
get some more information.

And he wondered where the Teotl was. Hed have expected another attack, but the alien seemed
reluctant to leave the perimeter of La Revanche. Wasit waiting for something?

Maybe it hadn't realized that its prey was not on the boat.

"Comeon," Pepper sad, returning to theigloo. "Get ingde.”

Oaxyctl obeyed.

Insde, Pepper started afire. The warmth creeped over him, welcome. Pepper removed his clothes,



and Oaxyctl gasped.
"What happened?’
The claw marks across Pepper's chest were deep, and still oozing.
"I met one of your gods,” Pepper grunted.
“Isit...didyou...?

"A draw. We both live." Pepper grimaced as he pulled out spare clothes from the tightly packed ded.
They'd built theigloo around it rather than leave it outsde. " Shame.”

Oaxyctl swvalowed. "Areyoua. .. Loa?"

Pepper laughed. "I might seem inhuman." He grinned. "But Loa, no." He spat the words. "Nor Teotl.
None of those bastards.” He turned to Oaxyctl. " Strip.”

"Take your clothes off and give them to me." Oaxyctl hesitated, and Pepper grabbed the shotgun
leaning againg thewadl behind him.

Oaxyctl stripped. Hisribs showed againgt gray skin, abused from the cold. Inside theigloo a half-blue
light dappled around them, reflecting the fire. Smoke swirled up toward the small exhaust hole. Pepper
doubted that it was visblein the sorm, but justincase. . .

He picked up Oaxyctl's clothes, glanced at the tips of Oaxyctl's frosthitten toes. "Get in with John.
Y ou'll keep him warm." Oaxyctl obeyed. Pepper tossed the man's clothes behind him, with the shotgun.
He continued to dress himself with the new set of clothes.

Hed logt fat, he noted, and some muscle. Body cannibdizing itself for fud.
"Will you deep?' Oaxyctl asked.

Pepper smiled, rooted through their suppliesfor jerky, or anything to fill up on, then stamped out the
fire over Oaxyctl's objection.

"No morefire, we don't want to get spotted.” Once Pepper had enough to eat, he warmed up with a
smple gretch. Reached histoes. Touched the celling. All night long he moved, keeping limber and warm.

The movements calmed him.

Eventualy Pepper dipped down into deep and | eft only the right haf of his brain awake to perform the
movements. After severa hours, he switched, and by morning, before Oaxyctl stirred awake, and John
began coughing and hacking blood, Pepper was rested, awake, and ready.

The storm, thankfully, had subsided in the early-morning hours.

CHAPTER SIXTY-S X



John struggled up and looked out around him at the endless white. Two men in front pulled the ded over
asmal hill, and the ded sped up. Oaxyctl ran back and grabbed the front to dow it. Theimpact shook
John.

"You're awake?' Oaxyctl gasped.

John's eyebrows crinkled when he blinked. "How long have | dept?' The pain camein wavesfrom all

over hisbody.
"All day today at least. How do you fed ?*
"Not so good." John shivered. "Did Pepper kill Liond?’
Oaxyctl tucked the edge of John'shood in. "I did. Once | saw what hewas doing.”

"Hewasagpy." John tried to scratch his nose, but he realized he was strapped into the ded, and he
didn't have the strength to pull his arms out from benegth the ropes. "' For the Azteca."

llYall
And John ill couldn't decide what he thought about Oaxycitl.

Pepper ydled. Oaxyctl turned around. "I must go. This madman is making me pull you through the
gorm."

Johnwriggled. "Be careful.” Thetalking exhausted him. He closed his eyes. "Pepper is dangerous.”
"l know." Oaxyctl walked back behind the ded and pushed.
The dow trek continued. As John faded out again.

He still couldn't help. But the fever had broken. The pain ebbed, somewhat. John watched the brokenice
around them pass, and Pepper bearing them on. The man was a horse. He pulled without a grunt and ate
enough food during their breaksto raise Oaxyctl's eyebrows.

They untied John'sarms and had him try to sip abit of warm broth, but he threw it back up.

"Wejust need to get there." Pepper saw Oaxyctl'sworried look. "1 won't egt your food. No worry."
He stamped out thefire, lay John back down carefully, and leaned close. "Keep strong,” he told John. "
know you're in bad shape, but you can handle that kind of pain. It's the infection that's most dangerous.”

He stood up, walked away, and soon the ded was on itsway .
"Were close, aren't we?" John asked Pepper during another break.
Pepper nodded. "1 think so. | saw the coordinates you tried to hide."

"l can fed her." John felt unease at the pit of hisstomach. A prickling in the back of hisneck. A shape
under the snow nearby. He remained focused, aert through the haze of continuous pain. He must hang on
to life. There was Capitol City, and hisfamily, later, but right now his sole focuswas survival.

He thought about Shanta. Often. He wondered if she was hanging to athread, somewhere far south of
him.



At least Jerome lived, he consoled himself. Pepper had seen this.
They were close. Every imagein John's head told him they were right where they needed to be.

"Look." Pepper pointed to aglazed mound of snow three milesaway. "Something is under there. The
snow ispiled around it, but it looks like it was warm, and then refroze.”

"Ma Wi Jung?" John whispered.
"Maybe. It could be the top."

Pepper found more energy. He bounced toward the rope and picked it up. The ded jerked forward,
and Pepper forced through the snow with determination.

John felt the movement before he saw anything. The ded rocked and a hunched shape legpt toward
Pepper. John caught the blur of amuscled humanoid shape with white, shaggy fur and long blades on
esch finger.

He shouted awarning, but it came out as a croak.
Pepper spun, kicked up snow with the back of his boots, and squatted.

Hefired twice before the mass of muscle and hair struck him dead-on. Without a sound they both
rolled, locked together, deeper into the snow. Chunks of ice flew with them.

Oaxyctl pushed theded on.
"We haveto help,” John said.

"Dowhat? Y ou have agun?Y ou can't even stand,” Oaxyctl huffed. John leaned back with agroan.
His head upside down, he looked a Oaxyctl's wide eyes behind him.

"You're scared.”

"God of gods, yes!" Oaxyctl snapped. He battled for footing and dipped when he pushed the ded too
far infront of him.

John mustered his energy and leaned to his side. Snow kicked up into the air as Pepper and the Teotl
wrestled. One of them started snarling, an eerie sound that floated toward the ded.

Another pair of shots ended the struggle.

Pepper loped back over the snow. John saw blood dripping from his elbows, staining the snow as he
caught up. Pepper's forearms flgpped ribbons of loose flesh.

Theair around the man steamed.
"Move!" Pepper growled. He spat atooth out. It bounced off the edge of the ded.
"Isit dead?' Oaxyctl demanded. "Isit redly dead?"

Pepper scowled at him. "Dead? No. Slowed down. Best | can do right now. | blew off its head. It'll
take awhilefor the eyesto grow back."

What the hdll? John coughed as he tried to form the words.
"Here." Pepper shoved the shotgun in under the straps holding John in and took over pushing the ded.



His clothes dripped swest, water, and ice.
They moved closer to themound of ice.

Over the whip of the winds asteady wailing from the Teotl began. Oaxyctl swore something in his
language.

The ground transitioned abruptly from snow to ice and the ded got free, skittering forward and turning
inalazy cirde.

Severa hundred feet behind them the Teotl, shaggy and covered in snow, trotted in circles. It'slarge,
padded feet kept it on top of theice; it moved quickly, patting the ground in front of it with its clawed
hands until it found their tracks, and it paused.

Then it turned straight toward them and sprinted.

Pepper skidded up to the ded and pushed it out toward the mound with another good shove. Oaxyctl
stumbled behind, aternating ahaf-run with an al-fours crawl to get acrosstheice.

"Whereisit?' John asked, histhroat on fire. "How do we get to the Ma Wi Jung?"

Pepper ripped the shredded remains of his overcoat off and threw it aside. "Keep moving," he yelled
at Oaxyctl, and guided the ded while Oaxyctl dipped and pushed. The Teotl'swailing warbled asit hit
theice and kittered out at them. Oaxyctl muttered to himsdf.

"I don't know what to do," Oaxyctl said at |ast.

"What?" John asked.

Oaxyctl sat down. Pepper looked back at him. "Get back up!”
The Teotl sopped wailing.

Pepper got down on his hands and knees and peered through the sheet of ice. He smiled. "Hereit is,
gentlemen.”

He punched theice with afist. The thin sheet collgpsed, taking Pepper withit. Helanded on hisfeet
fivefeet downin alarge hole, next to what looked like the beginning of atunnel.

He grabbed the ded and pulled it down with him, grunting, and John looked into the tunnel. Beams of
light lit up the smooth, tranducent wallsthat ran for afew feet. A large metdllic, oval door waited for
them.

"Thisit?' John asked.

Pepper walked forward. "Y es. Looks like the ship is operational and has been keeping thisareawarm
and the outer air lock accessible. Now relax and let me help you sit up.” Pepper walked around, helped
John up, and pushed the ded forward toward the door.

John struggled to remain up as a blue beam of light gppeared and moved toward him. He tensed, but
when it touched him, it felt warm. Thelight flicked off. A smal console, the size of John's hand, pushed
forward out of the meta and lit up.

"Here'sthe hard part, John, for you." Pepper pushed the ded right up toit. "I'm going to have to hold
you up, and you're going to place your palm on that pad and tell it you are coming in, and you would like
usto comein with you. It'sgoing to hurt when | pick you up. Y ou ready?"



"I think s0." John bit hislip and steded himsaf.

Pepper nodded. "Just make sure you really want to go aboard, and that you want us with you. If you
don't give the ship assent, if you don't trust us, the door remains closed.” He unlashed John'slegsfrom
the ded and grabbed his chest. "Herewe go."

Pain exploded as Pepper carefully pulled John up out of the ded, holding him under the arms. Pepper
held John'slegs an inch off the ground so he wouldn't have to put any pressure on them, but just the
weight pulling a his kneecaps made him want to scream.

John leaned forward and put his good hand on the section of metal jutting out by the door. It felt
warm, despite the cold.

"These men are coming in with me," he hissed. "Now what . . ." John coughed and fought dizziness.
Something wriggled under hisfingers. He pulled his hand up. Long strings of gooey black stuff camewith
it. "Oh, shit."

"Keep coal," Pepper said. "Just security.”

The black stuff writhed, then hardened. It turned to dust and wafted away. With alow whine the door
rolled aside. Pepper walked inside, gtill carrying John, but with only one arm. Oaxyctl followed with the
ded.

"Okay," Pepper breathed. He tapped a sequence on the panel next to the door and it rolled back
closed. Pepper leaned againgt thewall, till holding John, and chuckled. "Nicejob, old friend. We made
it after al.”

John cracked afaint smile through the haze of pain, catching the enthusiasm. The Teotl couldn't make it
through the door. They were safe.

It waswarm.

Oaxyctl pulled the shotgun out of the ded. He chambered two rounds and cocked the hammer. "Don't
move. Either of you." His hands shook. He blinked at them.

"Oaxyctl?* John bit hislip. Not Oaxyctl.

"Y ou must pressthat thing to open the door again,” Oaxyctl said. "It'scoming. We must let it in before
you escape. | have no choice.”

John felt Pepper's arms tense. Then Pepper threw John at Oaxyctl's feet. John screamed as hislegs
erupted in waves of pain. He passed out for a second, opened his eyes again, silent tears|eaking to the
floor. Severa of hiswounds opened, blood trickled down his ssomach and arms. He started shaking. His
lip bled from where hisface had hit the grated floor.

"I don't think s0," Pepper said. The two men squared off, Oaxyctl pointing the gun, Pepper leaning
againg the wal with arms crossed.

"Open the door." Oaxyctl shifted from foot to foot.

John used his handsto pull himsdf dowly, painfully, alittle closer to Oaxyctl's feet. Oaxyctl continued
trying to stare Pepper down.

"You're not thinking clearly," Pepper growled. "Letting that thing in isadeath sentencefor you, just as
aurely asitisfor us"

"That . . . that isn't the point,” Oaxyctl rasped. "I haveto. | can till letitin, ddiver it the Ma Wi Jung,



and thenit will beover."

John freed his hook, poking it through the edges of his sawn-up deeves, and dammed it down into
Oaxyctl'sfoot. Oaxyctl screamed, and Pepper launched himself off thewall and threw Oaxyctl onto the
ded.

Oaxyctl hung on to the shotgun with both hands as Pepper grabbed it with one hand and yanked the
struggling Oaxyctl back up. He tapped out the open sequence with hisfree hand, overriding the air-lock
protections.

John wrapped hisarms around himself, shaking in pain, unable to stop.

The door whooshed open, and Pepper threw Oaxyctl out still clinging to the shotgun. Pepper picked
up the ded, suppliesand al, and threw it at the man. Oaxyctl screamed, trying to stop the blow with his
ams,

Pepper tapped the pand and shut the door again.

"Hell die John mustered the words againgt chattering teeth, wondering if, despite Pepper's promises,
he would die aboard the Ma Wi Jung anyway.

"That would never have bothered you before thismess,” Pepper said. "L et's get to business. If you
want to recover, you need to tell the ship that | have authorization to control al other functionsso | can
saveyou."

"Speak it out loud?" John whispered. Pepper nodded. " Ship." John swallowed, blinked, felt himsdlf
passing out again. "Thisman hasfull authorization.”

"Confirmthis" Pepper said.

"Thisisconfirmed,” came avoice from ingde the wals. John looked around, dazed.

It was sarting to fed okay, asweird asit was.

Pepper leaned over. "Neither of usare in good shape, but you need thisfirst." He picked John up.

John gritted histeeth, unable to find the energy to scream, and they hobbled down the corridor to the
next door. It opened onto asmal circular room filled with ghostly lines of light that hovered over the
floor.

Pepper paused, turned around, then found what he was looking for. A clear glass pod recessed
agang thewall.

The glass cracked and opened with Pepper's pam print. "Get in."
"What isthis?'

"It will hed you." Pepper laid Johnin. "Relax. Don't fight." He smiled. "We madeit, John. Youll be
back. I'm giving you everything you wanted.”

John dropped his hook between the glass container and the lip to stop it from being closed. "1 can't
fight you, Pepper, but please, don't.”

Pepper shook hishead. "1 need you back, John." John saw for the first time that some of the
dreadlocks on Pepper's|eft had been diced off in the fighting.

"Please don't take my memories. Of Shanta. Of Jerome.”



Pepper pushed John's hook back in and folded his hand over his chest. "Trust me on this, John. Y ou'll
be okay. Youll have al those memories still, and more. It'sthis or death. Y ou can't hang on much longer
likethis Weadl need you."

John saw the open need on Pepper'sface.

"I don't think," he said, thinking of al the timesthe fedings had drained out of him, that held iced out
when things got tense, "I don't think | might likethe old me.”

Pepper didn't reply. He shut the pod door and knocked the top twice.
A thick goop trickled down around John's back.

Theair in the pod tasted sweet, erased the pain, and lulled him to deep. He stopped fighting the
darkness.

CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN

Pepper et go of the medica pod and stood up. He checked the diagnostics, tapped in a sequence, then
walked forward into the tiny cockpit. The soft seats embraced him. It felt disconcertingly comfortable to
do that. Sleep threatened to overwhelm him.

"Ma Wi Jung?" Pepper caled out.
From theleft of his shoulders came the ship's soft voice. "Yes."

"I'min dight danger of hypothermiaand your cabin iscold. Adjust this cabin'sinternal temperature to
eighty degrees. Do thisin dow stages.”

"Adjuding,” the ship confirmed.
"Do you have anything to drink?"
"Thereiswater aboard, and tea. The holds are not fully stocked.”

"Good. I'll have sometea." Pepper stood up again. A good cup of tea, then he would make atour of
the ship to seeif it wasready to fly. No deep yet.

That would take afew hours.

He needed to power the ship up fully, bring everything online. Things John could do better than he
could, but John wasin the medpod until at least much later in the day.

Pepper walked around the cockpit and stretched.

"Something istrying to board the ship,” Ma Wi Jung said. "It isusing acid to try and eat through the
hull.”

"Show me." Thefront of the cockpit lit up to show abluetunnd of ice, and the Teotl's fuzzy face
dripping acid againgt the Sde of the hull. "Isthere any way to Sop it?"



"l have no wesgpons. My fitting was never completed. But | do have stabilizing jets near thislocation.”

"Firethem," Pepper ordered, and watched. The scene didn't change for several seconds. Then awall
of steam exploded through the tunnel, blowing the Teotl with it. "Did the creature damage the hull?*

"No. The hull remains unbreached.”

Pepper walked out of the cockpit. "Whereisthe galley?' Histeawould be thefirst smal luxury ina
long time. Then it wastimeto try to makethe Ma Wi Jung fly. Pepper wasn't aPilot, just impatient.

"Ma Wi Jung," Pepper asked. "Do | have the authorization to fly?' He walked into the smal galley
and opened the cupboards until he found a mug snug inside a bracket.

"Y ou do not have the necessary implants. Y ou are not authorized.”
Pepper sighed. "What about automatic pilot?!

"Thisship will only fly within planetary atmosphere by autometic pilot. The human pilot in recovery is
required for any orbita or extrasolar activity."

Pepper smiled. That would do.

CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT

Thefirst thing Oaxyctl did was grab the ded on hisway out. The shotgun could serve no purpose. He
couldn't shoot the Ma Wi Jung with it, he didn't even know where under the ice to shoot the ancient
machine. There was no game that he knew of on thisicy expanse to shoot, but Pepper had let Oaxyctl
grip the shotgun when he'd thrown him out the door, so Oaxyctl pushed the wegpon under the ded's
supplies. Oaxyctl limped with the ded out onto the ice and did around as he pushed with his good foot,
the whole time glancing over his shoulder, waiting for his desth to come.

After saveral minutes of dipping around, he paused and looked back at the mound.

An explosion of steam blew out of the ground. Oaxyctl dove for cover, expecting more displays of
power from the device they had found.

Hewaited for the next ten minutes until he redlized more explosions wouldn't come, then he pushed the
ded out over to the hole to investigate.

It didn't take long to find his god. It lay on the snow, mewling, fur burnt off and sheets of skin red and
blistered.

Oaxyctl sat on hisded and watched it squirm.

Thisthing had remade itsdf into a shape that could live on the snow. Large, padded fest, fur, and
blubber. Blubber that had been fried and smelled like mest.

Hewatched it hedl itself.

The process|ooked amost as painful asthe burns. The skin cracked and tried to reform. Goop spilled
out onto the snow. It looked clear after several minutes that this god would not be ableto hedl itsdlf. It
didn't seem to have the energy.



It sopped mewling and stiffly turned its newly grown face toward him, afleshy stalk of eyesand nose.

Oaxyctl thought about Pepper's and John's unconcern about his heresy. He thought about the gods
differing with each other on what to do, and the fact that they depended on men to do their bidding. If he
was going to die, he was going to try something first.

Oaxyctl pulled the shotgun out and aimed it at the Teotl's head.

He pulled the trigger, wincing from the loud sound, and watched the Teotl's head explode. It dropped
to the snow. Oaxyctl fired again, wiping ooze off his cheeksthat had splattered back on him from
standing too close. Then he went and looked for the ax.

He doubted the god could regrow itsdlf after being hacked apart.

The job wasn't easy. The creature had bones of metal, and parts that shocked and sparked him. But
he kept at it until he could throw pieces of the god out into the snow as he worked.

When he was done, Oaxyctl packed the gun and ax back on hisded.
Covered in the blood of one of his gods, he pushed off the ice and into the deep snow.

The mound behind began to snap and crack. Oaxyctl turned to watch. A five-hundred-foot length of
slvered meta brokefree of theice. It looked like adeek bird, with great wide-open mouths around each
of itssdesfacing eagerly forward into the air.

The Ma Wi Jung, he thought.

It rose, hovering with agreat rumble that shattered the Silencein the air. Then it flew over Oaxyctl,
casting abig shadow over him. It sped up until it was no more than the Sze of hisfigt, hisfingernail, adot,
then gone.

Oaxyctl turned back to trudge through the snow.

He had enough suppliesto last for almost aweek. Pepper had built shelter out of theice alittle over a
day'swak away. He could live thislast week well.

Desgth didn't scare him. Nothing scared him anymore.

Oaxyctl walked across the snow, asmall dot in the amost infinite expanse. He knew he was trapped
intheice and would die here. La Revanche wastoo far away by now, using its steam power to trundle
away from him faster than he could walk. Hed known it the second he was thrown out.

But he il fet atiny bit exhilarated, free, and alittle bit relieved.

CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE

A smplequestion: Who am 1?
"You are John deBrun."
What is a John deBrun? What does that mean? What's happening?



"Y ou are being repaired. Y ou've suffered extensive trauma, frostbite, and cognitive impairment: a
retrogade amnesia.”

How?Why?
"You ordered it. Y our low-level persona nano is being stimulated back online.”
What?

"Y ou will understand in half an hour. Exedyne Bio isnot ligble for any psychosisor persondity
fragmentation that occurs as aresult of this procedure.”

John lay in athick soup of some sort.
"Do you remember the last time you were in amedpod?!

Theblock removed itsdlf. The sensation of being suspended by chemicals, tiny machinesroving
throughout his body to stitch it back together, returned. Radiation damage reversed, trauma reversed.
Sdinefeeds. Yes, hethought. Thisisfamiliar. I've doneit before.

A surviva pod. Extended periods. . .
"How long?'
John accessed that memory.

He smashed hisfists againgt the pod window and screamed. He heard nothing, fluid filled hismouth
and lungs.

He knew why held buried those memories.
"Please Mr. deBrun, let me help you. Relax. We will help you managethis.”
His muscles sagged, histhroat collapsed.

That's right, John, let the nice machine hel p you, he thought. When it's done, we can get out. Were not
trapped. Were not in space. Were dill in the Ma Wi Jung and Pepper isjust outside.

Thiswill only take afew hours.
Not centuries.

Heredlaxed. A bit. He was astrong, mean little shit. Fuck claustrophobia, he thought. | can handleit
just alittle more. But someone would pay for dl this. Pay hard. He wanted people to hurt, and hurt bad,
because that's what happened when they screwed with him.

No, no, that wasn't it. He wanted to get back and find Jerome. That wasit.
Whao?
My damn son!

John lay there, hismind split and groaning under anew, and far more ancient, load.

CHAPTER SEVENTY



Commotion spread through the cavern. Jerome watched severa women run to the edge of the water as
men broke the surface with scudder-fish.

"Granpa Troy!" someone shouted. "No, no, not him."

Jerome ran across the sand, water sucking into the spaces of hisfootprints. The Frenchi men stood
around Troy, whom they'd pulled onto the sand.

"Y ou should have seen he," the nearest said. "Them Aztecawere burning the house, and he left the
water. He had fight them with he hand. He were fast. So fast you could hardly see.”

Jerome saw at least ten bullet holes. Siashed flesh was everywhere he looked, peeking through ripped
dothing.

"Heingst on coming back."
"Hey," someone protested. "Get the child out of here.”

With dark 1ooks the women surrounded Jerome, but Troy raised abloody hand. "Bring Jerome here,”
he hissed.

Jerome swallowed. Troy wasn't like the mongoose-man he'd seen on their table when held fallen out
of thetree. Troy was gtill gpesking and moving.

People muttered as Jerome stepped forward and sat next to Troy.
Troy grabbed his neck. Water and blood dripped down Jerome's shoulders and collar.
"You...you like Pepper," Jerome said.

"Something like him, yeah," Troy said. "Only Pepper heal, and | don't.” Troy leaned his head back on
the sand. "Remember what | tdll you?'

"Y$"

"Everything | know about we history, it in that desk | show you. Just take John, you father, to the desk
and have him talk to it. And remember this, the wormhole isbeing fix. And them Teotl, they ain't just
coming for thisworld. They coming for dl the world-them that have peopleliving oniit. Y ou understand?
Tdl him thewormhole go befix."

Jerome looked down at Troy. Blood leaked out of the corner of the man's mouth. "1 think |
understand.”

Troy didn't reply.

Jerome waited another few seconds until the men pulled him away. He sat in the corner of the cavern,
away from everyone, quiet. So much blood, he thought. Everyone dies, even the powerful oneslike Troy

and Pepper.
Was no one safe? Even the old-fathers?

Suppose Dad was dead? If Troy died, what chance did Dad have?

Jerome cried into his knees, muffling the sound so no one could hear him or come find him in the dark.



CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE

Three mongoose-men guided Dihanathrough an underground sewer filled with dirty, wet women and
children huddled around each other. They piled quietly up against the sewer walls, shoved aside by the
mongoose-men as they tramped down the middle. A mongoose-man ran forward, peered around a
corner, then nodded. They followed it around into more ragged-looking refugees from the streets,
climbed up rusty iron stairs, and Dihana broke to the street level back into hell.

Spotlightslit up the sky over Capitol City, stabbing out in search of Azteca airships making bombing
raidsin the dead of night. One by one the Capitol City airships had gone up againgt the Azteca, but there
were just too many, and now only afew struggled to keep the sky over the city safe.

"Thisway, maam." A gentle tug on her elbow. Dihanawaked swiftly with them down the dleyway
toward a makeshift hospital. They were out near the harbor, she could smell the salt ontheair. They
were near the wall, but apparently the Azteca hadn't bombed this section much.

Moaning wounded filled the portable cots that lined the dleyway. The sewers were too dangerous,
unpredictable tides swept them clean, and large enough buildings for this many wounded were targeted
by Aztecabombs. The aley wasthe best they could do.

A woman with her head bound in bloody rags shuffled out of Dihanas way, but didn't seem ableto
focus on anything. Two small children huddled next to her.

A round whistled far overhead and struck a building. The children flinched at the sound of the impact,
and therain of broken brick afterward.

Someone's steady sobs carried over the cobblestones.

The mongoose-men conferred with anurse dressed in along and shabby beige dress. Splotches of
blood darkened the plain materid. The nurse pointed. "He just down here.”

Dihanawalked past the rows of suffering. Nine rows down she kneeled next to Haidan's cot and took
his hand in hers. He opened hiseyes.

"Edward." She used hisfirst name, and he smiled. "I came the moment | heard you were avake again.
Weredly need you." She stroked Haidan's cheek. The Azteca had pushed the mongoose-men, and any
volunteers willing to pick up agun, back to thelast ring. Severd timesit had looked asif the sheer mass
of Aztecawarriorswould break over thelast line, but the mongoose-men held. And they were paying for
it.

And so wasthe city. They had been naive to think that the wals aone would save them. The Azteca
airships congtantly tried to fly over the city and drop bombs. Something hit ahouse severa roads over,
the ground rumbled. Aztecaflaresfloated down through the air, giving the night an eeriered glow that
flickered in the corners and crevices. They were trying to see what damage they might have done.

Dihanalooked up thetall expanse of the city wall, stories over her head. She could see the dim shapes
of soldiersmoving around, reloading, resting.

"Wego fal soon, right?' the nurse asked.



"No," Dihanasad, defiant. "The city can hold.”

"We hope." The nurse set abow! of fresh bandages by the bed.
A fourth mongoose-man ran up.

"The boat ready?" his companions asked him.

"What boat?' Dihana asked.

"Gordon says you should run for Cowfoot Idand,” the nearest soldier explained. ™Y ou could try and
regroup people there. The Aztecaain't as good with boats like they are with weapons.”

But the fourth man shook his head. " Azteca have some boat outsde Grantie€'s Arch. We moving men
and cannon out to face the sea™

"And besides, the airships can reach Cowfoot just aseasly asaship can.” Dihana clenched the edge
of the cot. The city was now surrounded in every conceivable way. She looked at the mongoose-men
assigned to protect her. "Go," she ordered. "Get on thewalls. And the boat you would have me run away
in, useit. Get gunsonit.”

"We suppose to protect you. We can't just leave.”
"There might be nothing to protect come morning. Go."

The four mongoose-men broke and |eft. Dihanatook the bandages and hel ped the nurse lift the sheets
from over Haidan. She winced when she saw the bloody, seeping wounds on his ssomach.

He squeezed her hand and drifted away again.

Hang in there, she willed. Please wake back up. She wanted to talk to him at least once more.

CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO

The pod released John just as the sun dimmed and night fell. Pepper watched John groggily walk into the
cockpit and st down, frowning when the cushions adjusted themsalves around him.

Did he have his memories back? Was he fit? Pepper watched John's every movement.
"Where are we?' John asked.

"Over s, cirdling, letting Ma Wi Jung fly hersdlf. Sheisn't fully online, so we can't skip out of the
amosphere just yet. Plus, it needs you for that sort of thing. | can only access autopilot for nonorbital
flight." Pepper smiled. "' John, how areyou feding?'

"Y ou son of abitch.” John put his head in hishands. "Asshole”

"Maybe. But only you can pilot thisthing out to the next star system with awormhole. | want to go
home, John. | miss Earth.”

John looked up a him. The pod had given John a shave, repaired histhigh, and given him anew hand.



Asfar as Pepper could tell, John didn't seem to be paying attention to the change.

"You've brought it all back. | have memories." John sniffed and cleared histhroat. His eyeswrinkled.
"I congdered killing you for this. | don't need this shit.”

"Y ou were wandering around being alittle Pollyanna," Pepper said. "Oh, look a me, I'm different
without my memory. Oh, | have fedings. Oh, | forgot | helped pull the trigger on an entire damned solar
system. It wastimeto set your priorities back in order.”

"That'swhat | didn't want to remember. | didn't want any of that back. | didn't want Sitting in the pod
back. | certainly didn't want you back."

"That'sashame. John, | need out of here." This conversation was going nowhere.
John shifted in the sest, brushed his hair back, and stared at hisnew hand. "Y ou'reright.”
Pepper nodded. "Better."

"You were right. Thisship isn't the weapon they had hoped for back at Capitol City. But we still need
to help them. Capitol City can't hold out long. Y ou know that. We can't just leave them to the Teotl and
Azteca™

Pepper sighed. "I have done more than my bit here, John. | was there as protection with you when
they terraformed. | was with you when the first Teotl came through, | helped create a defense. | waswith
you when we redlized there was nothing we could do against them. And, John, | helped destroy the
wormholesto gain ustimeto stop the Teotl. Y ou know where that got me? Over two hundred and
ninety-seven years of drifting in space.” Pepper threw the teacup by hiselbow at John, a snapping motion
so quick hishands blurred.

John caught the cup with hisleft hand. A few smal drops struck hisdirty shirt. A few more stained the
carpet, then faded.

With afaint smile, John looked at the teacup and his new hand.
Then he st it on thefloor by hisfeet.

"Two hundred and seventy-one," he said.

What?"

John blinked tired eyes. "When the wormhole was severed, | floated for two hundred and seventy-one
years be-fore the pod could eke itsway back to Nanagada. I've been living in retirement for
twenty-seven years. Six yearsin Brungstun, sailing, two in Capitol City and sailing north thefirgt time, and
nineteen married to my wife. | have ason, Pepper, that kinda shit changes people.” John grabbed the
malleable cushion on ether side of histhighswith figts. "I'm till here, with the old memories coming back
now that you 'hedled’ me, but | know more things about life, Pepper. Twenty-seven more years worth
than | had before. | can't get rid of those, and they're giving me one hell of aheadache| can'tignore.”

Pepper stood up. "What do | have to do to get you to fly us home?”

"Home. To get home, Pepper, we will haveto fly dmost thirty light-yearsto reach the nearest
wormhole. Even there no one livesto help us, it isjust arandom dead system, atransit point. How long
will that take in this ship? More hundreds of years? | know your body will last that long, and the recycling
inthisshipwill handleit just like our pods did. But can your mind?"

"Y es. Just because you snapped and blocked those memories doesn't mean | will," Pepper snapped.



"There areways. | can edit. | canloop, | canlearn, | can be entertained. I've doneit once aready. I'll do
it again." The sheer dreadful passage of timein apod was ahorrible, mind-atering thing. Doingitina
ship designed with that in mind would be essier.

Space travel wasalong affair. Humans had met other races, and the men who traveled space adopted
life-extending technol ogies to manage journeying between stars where there were no wormholesto help
them.

"Yes. Ways." John reached down and picked up the teacup with his new hand. " Some Pilots were
willing to suffer those yearsin trangit when the Teotl took the worm-holes and blockaded usin this
system. But we need this ship for something else now, so it won't happen just yet. I'm the Rilot. Thisisa
ship. Y ou can't even get into asmple orbit without me. | say we're going to Capitol City. Wewill not let
the Teotl win here, on Nanagada. Not after everything I've been through.”

Pepper struck the chair nearest him. 1t dowly moved forward, then pulled back to its position after
absorbing the Strike,

"Ma Wi Jung hasforward shieldsto stop dust punctures. It'sjust an electromagnetic umbrella,
though, we can't protect ourselves from crude artillery fire, or anything of the sort that the Azteca will
have at Capitol City. Thisisn't amagic bullet.”

"It doesn't need to be." John handed Pepper back the teacup.
"You haveaplan?'

"I do. And if you help me, I'll do you one better than taking you back to Earth. I'll make you aPilot.
We have a medbay for the dterations, we can train you. Y ou can return to Earth on your own. Y ou don't
have achoice. I'm back, Pepper. You did this."

Pepper blinked. "Back to Earth. If it's even there anymore.” He sat back down with the empty teacup
as John grimaced. Humanity scrabbled for survival among the intolerant Gahe and Nesaru since being
given politica freedom by the Maatan in the days after the pacification of Earth.

Messy times. Timesthat had created men like Pepper and John as the Gahe and Maatan fought over
the remains of the solar system. Immigrants and whole societies had tried to run and hide degp in the
tortuous mazes of worm-holes, out of reach on new, undiscovered worlds.

Theimmigrants had run into something worse. Teotl and the Loa, creatures embroiled in their own
grugglefor survival.

John and Pepper started out running the Black Starliner Corporation to profit as they moved paying
minority populationsto safety, away from the dying mother planet. Theimmigrants contracted them to
provide security on the newly terraformed world against the aliens, and suddenly it became awar of
surviva. One s0 bad that the only choice was to collapse the wormholes and spark off around of fina
destruction.

"Okay," Pepper said. "'l will help you." He rubbed the edge of the teacup with athumb. "But, John.
Remember this: you Sarted it.”

John bit hislip. "I have aplan. I'll beinthe pilot's cabin. Cal me when we gpproach Capitol City." He
walked off. Pepper noted the dump of his shoulders. John once again carried the load of aworld on
them. Old habitsdiedowly.

Pepper leaned back in his chair and threw the teacup againgt the wall. He watched the composite
accept and absorb the projectile, then gently dideit down to thefloor.



He should never have let John talk him into coming to Nanagada 354 years ago.

Pepper would never forgive him for it.

CHAPTER SEVENTY-THREE

Dihanawatched the sun rise and fill the ingde of Capitol City with amber light. She sat in aboarded-up
house near the waterfront, listening to the murmur of her guardsin the nearby room.

Harbor waters |apped at the new high-tide mark cut into the stone of Grantie's Arch. Just beyond the
harbor wals Dihana watched three Azteca shipstack into thewind. They turned their sdesto the city's
seawdls and shattered the morning cam by opening fire.

A full previous night of shelling showed its effects on sections of the seawall. Pockmarks, gaping holes,
and chips on the edge could be seen dong the full expanse. Bodies littered the seaside footpaths,
volunteers caught by Azteca sharpshooting last evening when the ships had sailed toward Grantie's Arch.

The three ships formed awedge and made another run for the harbor's entry. For severa minutesthe
two shipsin the rear would sail forward, split out and turn their sdestoward the city walls, firea
broadside, then turn back in to follow the lead ship.

Newly moved guns on the walls kept a constant rate of fire, hoping to push the ships back out to sea
agan.

Four smdll fishing boats with cannon aboard loitered on the insde of the arch. If the Azteca ships came
in, they would ambush them, though they knew it was asuicidal task.

The Azteca ships continued forward, catching the full wind, coming in on thetide. They amost entered
the harbor when the middle of Grantie's Arch exploded, and the structure dumped into the sea.

Dihana covered her mouth. The mongoose-men had blown up the arch to stop the ships from coming
in.

After several seconds of commotion the two covering Azteca ships turned away and managed to tack
out. The ship in front struggled to turn, but came through the remains of the arch. Chunks of rocks till
dropped into the sea, and onto its deck.

The Azteca ship ground to a hat with aloud scraping, stuck in the one opening to the harbor.

Mongoose-men fired down into its mast, threw flaming pitch onto the decks, and dropped bombs.
Dihanawaked up to the window to close it and not watch anymore. But she paused. A high-pitched
roar shook the sky. People paused and looked up. A silvery winged machine swooped out from over the
water, headed straight for the city.

Theincredible craft dowed down until it floated leisurely over the harbor. It dropped dowly down,
kicking up afurious amount of oray and water.

It edged itsalf next to the docks and dropped into the water with adeep sigh, not fifty feet from where
Dihana stood, frozen at the window. A fine coating of sat drifted up and covered her face.

Thenit just sat il for severa minutes, thrumming the deep hum of a content beest.



Was this the ol d-father machine from the north? So soon?

She turned to the nearest mongoose-man. " Get awhedlchair. Bring Haidan from the cots.”
"PrimeMiniger, hedill very ill."

"Hell want to seethis.”

The mongoose-man nodded and ran out of the room.

CHAPTER SEVENTY-FOUR

John leaned againgt thewall of the bathroom with his eyes closed and remembered the first time held
wrangled hisway aboard acombat ship. The surgery aone had bankrupted him: backup high-g hearts,
neurd taps, remapped cortex, and two years of training hismind in smulators.

The moment he'd daved into the ship, though, held been both agod and atiny speck in the middle of
vast space. A gratifying experience.

Then he remembered his own son being born, something even more impressive than the light-years
crossed, the scams pulled off, the adventures held been in, and the things he had seen on other worlds.

Pepper opened the door, and John blinked away unexpected tears, holding awashcloth up to hisface.
He hoped Pepper hadn't caught that.

"There's a crowd up on the docks," Pepper said.

"Yeah." John placed his pam on the diagnogtic tab next to the washbasin. The readouts returned dl
normd. Nothing wrong with him at al. His dizzy pdl after landing the Ma Wi Jung had just been
disorientation.

Twenty-seven years of divergent memories and actions had to be sewn together. Couldn't happen
without some bumps.

John wondered if thiswould happen again. Could he count on himsdlf to hold up through the next few
hours? And if Pepper doubted John's ability to pull this off, hewould find a. . . creative way of getting
what he wanted.

John was under no illusions as to who or what Pepper was now. His earlier suspicions had been
correct. Pepper was dangerous.

Then again, John remembered, flashes coming back to him, so was he.

He watched hisnew hand asif it belonged to someone e se. It twitched. Nervous. John forced it to
stop and faced Pepper.

"Let's not keep them waiting.” John dropped the washcloth. It swirled down the drain, followed by a
squirt of water.

Pepper put ahand on John's shoulder. "1 know you enough to want to watch this happen. It's good to



have you back, John. Even if you are twisting my hand.”

Memories of abar popped into John's mind. In thismemory, he sat next to Pepper, watching women
walk by inloosesilk. A pair of guns pushed againgt his ribs beneath a shabby uniform. Good to have you
back on board.

Honey-coated almonds.
Beer and piss.

John remembered a handshake. Dead men. Blood pooling on meta corridors. And Pepper's haf-grin
beneath the dreadlocks. A friendship bornin violence. He remembered Pepper's surprise when held first
met him on asmdl idand, on aworld not unlike Nanagada.

They were both idanders. That wasthered thread. Both from Earth. Which is how they'd struck up a
friendship. Two native sons on an dien planet, far from home.

John was piloting afreighter full of stolen goods for some moron of afence and wanted the best
protection aboard and that had been Pepper. They'd never drifted apart after that.

"Let'sgo." John looked at Pepper. "Weflew over. Y ou know Capitol City is closeto going under.”
Pepper shrugged.

"Don't tell me you've grown so cold,” John said, "that you would see your people wiped extinct?
A single blink. But John felt triumphant to get it.

"John, boy." Pepper leaned down and got level with him. "Thereason | followed you dl the way here
onthisfool venture was because you said the same thing years ago. And now | have fought that fight, and
lost. Capitol City went under, for dl intents and purposes, along time ago. My only god hereisto
leave." Pepper walked out of the cabin.

The Ma Wi Jung rode centimeters from the edge of the docks, and several men stood there with ropes.
Severd oth-erswith rifles. Pepper followed John out of the hatch and they both stood at the top of the
garship, on the port wing.

"Y ou John deBrun?' someoneyelled.

"Yes. I'm going to come ashore.”" John walked down the dope of the wing and jumped ashore. The
first time held jumped on these docks they'd been freshly extruded. The chief architect and city
programmer had toured him around the frame of the city with pride. Technically, the man had said, using
nano to build acity out of the bedrock wasillegd, but they were far enough from Earth, so who would
care? Besides, the Loawere hel ping with the templ ates.

That was before the war. When having Loa help just meant business. And John was part of the traders
and terraformers hoping to make a buck off the creation of anew human world and civilization.

Pepper landed next to John with a hop.

Therifles remained pointed. The mongoose-men among them looked grubby and tired. The nearest
nodded at John's hand. ™Y ou was describe as having a hook. What happen?

"Now | have ahand." John waved the good hand back at the expanse of silvery metd. "l dsojust
landed in alarge ship made by the old-fathers, so you'll have to give me the benefit of the doubt.” He
amiled. Theword ol d-fathers produced another small skip in hisbaance. A part of him didn't recognize



it or at least felt amused by the fact that he was an "old-father." The other part let theword dip off his
tongue. A word he had used often. Nothing more.

A few morerifleslowered. Then ashout from awindow nearby caused the rest of them to lower. Two
mongoose-men pushed Haidan, wrapped in alarge blanket, out of adoor. They crossed the small street
and stopped in front of John. Haidan looked up and grabbed John's shirt.

"Haidan, are you okay?" John asked.

"I can't sdf even beieve me eye," Haidan croaked. "Y ou dropping out the sky. Returning.” He gave a
wesk grin.

A wedge of soldiers devel oped around them, protecting them. Despite the rubble-filled streets and the
tensonintheair, acrowd had till developed. Old ladies, and afew children, watched as Haidan was
pushed down the street with John alongside.

"If you have something to save we," Haidan said, "you comejust intime." He glanced down & the
bystanders. "We holding thewall, but just bardly.” He looked at the two of them. "Where the rest of
you?"

"Ah, yes," Pepper said. "Them. There was amutiny. They might be heading to Cowfoot Idand, if
thingsgowell for them."

Haidan turned, grunting in pain, and frowned at him. "Who you?"
"That's Pepper,” John said. "Hell help. HE's very good at what he does.™
"And what isthat?' Haidan asked.

"Killing people.”

Haidan stuck out a shaky hand. "Welcome."

Pepper gently shook it.

In the middle of the eastern wall road in atent with wheels on the wooden platform floor, Haidan
struggled with aleather bag of photo plates and laid them out on apicnic bench. An air of urgency settled
over them.

Pepper turned his head and pushed hisfoot against the wooden floor.

"Wekeep it moving," Haidan said, not looking up. "Five other duplicate looking like thisone run up
and down each side. They more or less safe from the shelling. Azteca can't quite reach the middle except
by airship. We keep them confuse enough.”

John pored over the plates, his eyes hunting for particular shapes among the hacked-down-forest
clearings and encampments. He took acloser look at aline of artillery guns. Most likely the ones
pounding his eardrums at this second with steady, distant thumps.

"The minister being moved from house to house now to keep she safe.”

John scanned the rear of the camp and found what he was looking for: around eagle stone and severa
linesof peoplein front of it. A large square shapejust to theright of it.

"Tel me." He pointed at the rear of the hundreds of tiny black and white tents, fuzzy triangleson the
ddicate plates. "Are these the priests?"



Haiden looked at the tiny area John indicated. He used a pinkie finger and traced it dong what |ooked
likealineof ants.

"The priest by awooden pyramid, and around stone. Them lines you seeis people waiting to be
sacrifice”

John sat in acanvas chair. "That istheir weakness. Haidan. Y our best men. Find them. | want you to
get pictures, get some Toltecain hereto draw picturesif we need, but we have to show your men what
the high priestslook like." Haidan grabbed the edge of the table. Swest dripped from hisforehead. John
got up and squatted next to him. "Haidan . . ."

Haidan waved him away, took several deep breaths, then dumped back into hiswhedlchair. "My best
men?" Haidan grunted.

"Your best," Pepper said. "Thereis only one chance againgt the tens of thousands of Aztecaat your
wadlls. Y ou can't hold them off."

"What you plan?'

John picked up the plate and pointed at the sacrificial areasonit. "They depend on their priestsand
gods. We capture or kill them, the Azteca have been practically trained to give up.” John set the plate
back down. The pictures were burned into the back of his mind. Hed match them up in the ship with
other instruments.

He remembered |essons from three hundred years ago. Everything Oaxyctl had ever told him on the
decks of La Revanche reinforced what John knew of the Azteca. The origina Azteca civilization had
perfected the art of the Flower Wars. The highest of Aztecafighting involved the capture of davesand
sacrificid victims, not the killing of enemies. And the Teotl, John dmost laughed, the goddamned Teotl
had been using Flower Wars for the past few hundred years to perfect their human soldiers.

Generations of Azteca had clashed on the other sde of the mountains, getting better, training for afina
war againg dl the humans on this planet. And no doubt the Teotl had been hoping to wipe out the Loa
and capture the Ma Wi Jung so they could return to space and find their kind.

Herethey all were, dl gathered around the city.

John knew the Teotl had one gaping weakness he could exploit. John deBrun would drop a Flower
War on them unlike anything in Aztecarecorded history. If the Teotl could use human foiblesand
traditions againg the city, John could reply in kind.

The question was, which was more powerful, the tradition of the Flower Wars, or the orders of the
"gods' when they redized their own tool was backfiring on them?

"Oh," John said, asif an afterthought. "M ake sure to equip them with nets. Weighted nets.”
"Nets?' Haidan asked. "Likefor fish?'

"Likefor big fish," John said. "And, Haidan, we need to get you fixed. Y ou aren't in good shape.”
Haidan shook his head. "We don't havetime. Y ou need go now."

John looked at Pepper.

"You're not thinking right,” Pepper said. "But if you're going to do this, | want ammunition, guns, and a
good trench coat. | want to guard the ship.”

John put a hand on Haidan's shoulder. "There are things | can useto help you when | get back, okay?



So hang in there." John knew now what ailed Haidan on top of hiswounds. Cancer, devel oped from the
high radiation of Hope's Loss where old reactors had plunged back to the ground. John's own body
could handle that, but now, with those gut wounds, Haidan had afew days|eft a best. He was up and
about now because he was too strong, too stubborn, to give up.

Haidan nodded and leaned back in the chair. Mongoose-men surrounded him.

"WEell get everything you need together. Leave him befor now. We need let him deep some. Thistire
him awhole bunch," one said. "He get hit by awholewall, and he already sick.”

John nodded.

Overhead awedge of red Azteca blimps fought to get over the city. Four small, more agile, Capitol City
blimps converged on them, firing their guns with random popping sounds. Grapelike clusters of bombs
swayed from the Aztecan undercarriages.

A Capital City blimp exploded and fell out of the sky. Men jumped fromiit, clothes on fire. They fell
until they disappeared in between the buildings.

John watched the last of fifty men walk aboard Ma Wi Jung. They climbed up the wing, looking
around nervoudy.

Another detachment of mongoose-men stood on the docks, guns ready.

Cludgters of bombs exploded in the streets. An Azteca blimp caught fire and headed back out to the
forest. It blazed itsway down over thewalls.

Severa permanent stacks of smoke hung over their heads. Two of the small Capitol City blimps
dipped into the smoke to hide and wait for the next Aztecawedge to bomb the city.

John stood up from thewing.
Timeto pull hisplan off.

John walked forward to thetip of the wing and addressed the mongoose-man on the dock who had
rounded up the men ingde the ship. ™Y our men know that I, and only I, command this? Y ou told them
what they might haveto doif | need help?' The mongoose-man nodded. " Then good luck holding the
Aztecaback."

John walked back up the wing.

Pepper waited ingde the cockpit. He pulled alarge canvas trench coat on and strapped knives next to
ether boot. "1 want to repest to you that I'm not going in, John, | mean it. I'm staying here to make sure
no Teotl gets aboard and kills your fool ass, you understand?’ All fifty mongoose-men lined the corridor
under the top air lock, crammed shoulder to shoulder.

"] understand. We dust off now," John told him.

"If wewait until night, they can't hit it with artillery. If we go right now, they will harm it, John. | doubt
shelll be ableto repair hersdlf, or if she can, it might take many, many yearsfor her to recover. We can't
takethisrisk.”

John sat down on the main couch. It canted itsdlf into atakeoff position. "They might fall today ye,

Pepper grabbed afistful of John's shirt and pulled him out. "Think straight, John,"



John snapped hisfingers. It was echoed by the sound of fifty gun safeties releasing, then the sound of
fifty guns cocking. "Fifty crack jungle warriors, Pepper, in close quarters with gunsaimed at you. Y ou
have agood chance, but so do they."

Pepper dropped him back into the couch and punched thewadll. It rippled. A display severd inches
away shattered and rained to the floor.

When he pulled hisfist out, the imprint remained.
Pepper sat down on the adjacent couch and put his head in his hands. "Go."

"Hang on," John yelled to the mongoose-men. "It'll be bumpy. There should be handlesin thewall.
Safety your weapons.”

The Ma Wi Jung rumbled.
"You are usng addicate interstellar ship as a cheap troop transport,” Pepper growled.

John leaned back into the couch. Somewhere in the back of his head he began to make alink with the
ship, the haf-living computer ingdeit. Hisvisud cortex lit up with an imposed world of information. This
waswhat he did. He was aPilot. Only John was built to interpret this complex brew of information.

He shut hiseyes and pulled Ma Wi Jung out of the harbor water. On the outside left-down camerahe
could see water streaming down and soaking the docks.

Facing forward, he saw three blimps. Capitol City. Their heat Signatures fill stood out in the heavy
smoke.

Inthefar distance, awedge of five Aztecablimps moved leisurely forward.

John raised Ma Wi Jung up even farther, moving past the Capitol City blimpslike aslver ghost
bresking through the smoke.

Thenwith agrim smile he jacked the ship forward, ignoring the ping of bullets fired from the ungainly,
red airshipsin front of him, and flared upward at the last minute.

Behind him the Azteca blimps popped like soap bubbles from the punch of Ma Wi Jung's engines,
while, in-side, the mongoose-men hung to the walls as they shook and rumbled.

John |et the ship spin as he scanned the barren landscape around Capitol City'swalls, then found his
target.

Now hewould bring revenge to the people who had invaded hisland and broken hisfamily.

CHAPTER SEVENTY-FIVE

After severd seconds of flying, John's eyes flicked open. Despite the medic pod's reconstruction, Pepper
saw one overriding look on John'sface: tiredness. Lines etched the corners of John's mouth, layered on
top of the clenched lips. " Show them dl the exits," John said.



Heflew in figure eights. Pepper felt the motion through hisfeet. Keeping Azteca artillery interested,
and their attention away from Capitol City.

"Okay." Pepper stood up and massaged hisfist. Hed pounded his knucklesinto powder with that
frustrated punch. They were beginning to hed again, but that was adumb move just before action. "There
arefour waysto get out of this ship. Cargo'sthe biggest, top air lock, and two front air locks." He
pointed directions out and walked forward. "Y ou five, to the top. Y ou should remember the way."

Five mongoose-men walked back down the cramped corridor and climbed up afloor. Their feet
echoed off the ladder. Pepper grabbed five more, stationed them at the right front air lock, and another
five ontheleft. Therest he took with him down into the cargo bay.

John looped them around the sky some more, shoving them againgt the floor at timeswith acceleration
as he needed.

Then they dropped. Pepper's ssomach flip-flopped. A hard jarring sound shook through the hull.
Contact. "The more feathers, the more colorful, the better,” Pepper yelled. They'd al been shown
pictures, told what to do, shown the layout of the sacrificid area. But alast impression before they
jumped out would take their minds off the ship and back onto fighting. "Bring as many back dive asyou
can. John'll be waiting in the sky." The cargo bay opened, and the three nearest men did down onto a
broken treelog afew feet under Ma' Wi Jung.

A mongoose-man threw arifle at Pepper, and he caught it with hisleft hand. The man cocked hishead
out the door, asking if Pepper was going.

Hours ago held thought he was home free, giving John his memories back. Hed been dreaming of
accounts he hed in NovaT erraand Earth with interest il ticking, hot baths, and candy bars with names
he recognized.

Now he was back where he had started.

Pepper looked down at the gun. He reached under hisjacket with his other arm and pulled out the
handgun Haidan had given him. It hardly matched the Ruger taken from him up north, but it was deadly

enough.
Enough to ruin any Aztecasday.
A mongoose-men held up anet for Pepper, but he shook his head.

What was it John had said? He killed people. How many could he kill before some random Azteca
sniper dropped him with one in the head? Or would he be quick enough, lucky enough, coolheaded
enough, to make it through this next one?

Fuck it. Pepper sighed and jumped down into the bush. This needed to be over, one way or another.
Two hundred and ninety-eight years of waiting to go home had eroded his patience.

Pepper watched the Ma Wi Jung explode back up into the air as shots followed it. Each one made
Pepper wince. Theloamy ground sprung underneath him, making each long stride easy. Mongoose-men
crunched through around him. Pepper kept each onein track as he scanned.

Long, drooping palms struck Pepper in the face, and then he burst out into the clearing. The smdll of
blood hung humid in the air. Hundreds of tree sumps lined the perime-ter, but closer to the great wooden
pyramid the ground had been cleared.



"Who goes?' cried avoicein Azteca. A priest, alow-order acolyte judging by the scraggly feathers
and lack of blood.

"l do." Pepper dropped hisvoice down until the words rumbled.
"Areyou agod? Do you comefor blood? 1 will guide you, good sir.”

Pepper hardly dowed as the young man realized his mistake and raised his mace. Pepper dodged the
blow and struck the acolyte in the face with the same force and frustration he had struck the bulkhead.

He shook his hand free of skull and brain tissue and kept moving. He circled the pyramid, ahdf-mile
dash, running so fast he could fedl wasted energy rippling out of hisbody in the form of hest.

Then he turned toward the pyramid.

Guards moved forward. Pepper shot one with the rifle the mongoose-men had given him, used the butt
to stave in another's chest, and picked up the mace thrown clear as the man clutched his wound.

Thethird guard reached for his gun, abandoning any idea of trying to take Pepper for aprisoner. So
Pepper shot him first.

A hundred Azteca priests of the highest castes milled about, not sure where to run. Mongoose-men
finaly caught up with Pepper and burst out into the clearing.

Now the priests bolted, running toward Pepper as they tried to escape the wide crescent of fifty silent
mongoose-men with nets and guns.

Pepper waited, chest heaving overtime as he pulled in enough oxygen; too much, hefet dizzy.

He shot thefirdt priest in the thigh, and the man fell forward into the mud. The one next to him dowed,
and Pepper shot him in the foot.

They wielded knives dick with the blood of Nanagadans hearts, and Pepper took those same knifes
out of their hands and hamstrung them. Others he knocked out, smashing their facesin enough to let them
live, but never forget.

When cam, planned actions resulted in nicks and cuts on hisarms and chest, Pepper cut loose.
Sizzling with energy, he thrashed through the crowd and cut the legs of anything with a high enough rank.
Hewas aslent, methodica blur amidst the colored confusion.

Acolytessmply died, not worth the energy of saving.

Pepper killed and maimed and cut and dashed until all he was | eft with were shapesin the bloody
mud, shapes that groaned and cried out to their gods.

Helooked like one of them, now. Blood ran down his shoulders. His shirt dripped with it. It streamed
off the edges of histrench coat and matted his hair. He couldn't blink through the gore on hisface.

The mongoose-men stood and |ooked at him.
"Fretheflare" Pepper ordered. "Bag them.”

They had mere minutes before the warriors came. He could hear them. He blinked, blind, asthe
actinic green of aflarefilled the clearing.

Ma Wi Jung banked out of the sky and flew in over the treetops, making them shake so madly it
looked asif they were dancing. The starship dropped over the pyramid, smashing it with shrieks and



groans, and opened the bay doors.

Half the mongoose-men dragged priests unceremonioudy to the ship while the others brought up the
rear.

Pepper stalked back toward the Ma Wi Jung.

He looked around, suddenly aware that hundreds of eyes watched him through the bars of the pens
erected around the pyramid. Nanagadans waiting to be sacrificed.

Thirty seconds before the first warrior burst out at them.

Pepper looked over at the mongoose-men. He could see some sidling toward the penswhile trying to
cover their comrades hauling half-unconscious priests.

"Open the pens” hesad. "I'll cover.”

He reached under his sticky trench coat for more rounds and reloaded the Nanagadan handgun. Hed
dropped the rifle somewhere.

Onceloose, the Nanagadans would be daughtered by the Azteca. But they didn't have room for them
in the ship. Maybe some would survive, and at least they would die on their own terms, not at the hands
of some priest with aknife. Better to go down fighting than be daughtered like a cow.

In the forest several Azteca arrived. He could see body hegt signaturesin the cool, dark jungle, waiting
to gather enough numbersto attack.

"Gentlemen." Pepper picked up amace dick with fresh blood from the nearest mud-caked body and
walked toward the forest.

CHAPTER SEVENTY-SIX

Asthe Azteca pushed into the clearing, John watched Pepper sprint back into the Ma Wi Jung.

John shut the doors and took off.

Heflew the Ma Wi Jung around the peninsula over the water and landed in Capitol City. They
disgorged their bloody, haf-unconscious cargo onto the wharf without even landing.

From outside it would look like amiscarriage from agiant, silvery bird.

Inside the ship Pepper forced hisway through the wounded mongoose-men into the cockpit to face
John. The stench of death on him was overwheming. He looked horrific. His bloody footsteps
meandered back down the corridor.

"How many more of thesetrips do you want, John?"
"Asmany aswe can," John said.

When he dropped them off on the second one, John circled around and kept a camera on the scene.
He saw Pepper moving around the pyramid clearing and cutting the priests off again.



The flare went off after three minutes. John dropped down again. Again the mongoose-men dragged
bloodied priestsinto the hold.

Thistime Pepper came with anet of hisown. A large grublike figure struggled inside.

"Teotl." Pepper dropped it at the mongoose-men'sfeet. "Adapted for nonphysical activity.” He smiled.
"Helpless." And he winked a John. Just like the old days. Blood in the air. And something in the back of
John's mind dmost had him wink back.

John closed hiseyesto it al and took off again, dodging around the sky, watching the blimpsin dow
motion, and dropped off the captured cargo.

He opened his eyes again as they touched down onto the wharf. Pepper had lost forty or fifty pounds
eadly. Hisface looked thin now. He didn't loom over the other men. He couldn't keep that up much
longer, John thought, dropping in for attack number three.

The cargo bays dropped open, John took the Ma Wi Jung back into the sky.

They were doing what they did best, what they had modified their bodiesto do. John flying, hismind
interfaced wholly with the ship, Pepper an efficient killing machine on the ground.

Just likethe old days.

John camein carefully, watching the treesin al spectrums. The ground crawled with Azteca The dark
forest lit up with the firefly blinks of muzzle flashes. The hull was pockmarked with bullets.

He dropped into the clearing. Thistime only thirty-nine mongoose-men climbed back aboard with their
cargo. Pepper legped into theright front air lock at the last minute.

Cameras picked him up, haf-naked, bullet holes oozing blood. The blood on hisskin sizzled likea
grill. Pepper grabbed the wall to keep his balance. "Water," he demanded.

John gained dtitude, paused to reorient the starship, and the whole craft rang like abell.

Smoke poured into the corridor, and emergency foam followed it. They lurched back toward the
docks as John coerced the ship to tell him what damage they had taken. It didn't respond. John got the
senseit wasfocusing dl its attention on trying to repair itself.

He wobbled them down toward the docks and waited for Pepper while some of the mongoose-men
unloaded more bloodied nets of Azteca priests. Two mongoose-men sat in the cockpit, holding their guns
nervoudy.

Pepper stumbled forward to John. "We're hit." Pepper had lost even more weight, burning it up asfast
as he could speed around and kill. John could count hisribs. "That isit, now. We can't risk any more
damage. Let it go repair itself. We're done™

John opened hiseyes, losing in hishead dl the ship'svisons of theworld around it. "One last
compound.”

Pepper sipped more water from atin flask, trying to cool himself down and recover lost water weight.
The leather strap dangled around hisforearm. "They're wise to you now. I'll bet they have more artillery
than that last one in place over the sacrificia areas. Ma Wi Jung will get hammered. Shélll befar from

Spaceworthy.”

"Onemore," John said.



Pepper broke the straps off the flask and leaned closer.
"Stop him," John ordered.

Two mongoose-men legpt on Pepper. Thefirst smacked him in the face with the butt of his gun, the
other dipped anoose around Pepper's feet and yanked him onto hisside. All threefdll to the ground,
struggling. A third mongoose-man in the corridor ran forward and put a knee to Pepper's chest and agun
on his neck.

None of this could have been done without Pepper's being weakened by the fighting. John was
relieved when they stood up with Pepper between them bound in ropes. The dternative, if Pepper had
not fought and weakened, would have been to surround him with guns again. A second showdown that
would have ended in many deed.

"Take him out on the dock. Keep him secure and feed him as much jerk chicken and water asthey
can pare.”

Pepper would break out quickly enough. But not soon enough to stop thislast foray. John avoided
Pepper's eyes as the mongoose-men dragged him away.
What amess.

John closed his eyes as they dropped Pepper onto the ground. He watched the thin trail of smoke
coming out of the rear of the ship and checked over the numerous holesin the ship's Side, trying to
remember if there was anything critical nearby.

The more priests they had, the more likely they could force the Azteca to turn around and go home.
Just onelast run.

He closed the doorsin the belly of the ship and took to the sky.

John angled the ship down, dropping toward the trees. But even as he did so, he knew hewasin trouble.
Severd large guns had been towed into place, and they caught him in crossfire. He dodged below the
Aztecaartillery and to the ground. As he looked up, he knew getting back into the air would be

expensve.
Aztecawaited on the ground for histhirty-nine mongoose-men.
Without Pepper they would face adow, desperate fight.

John gunned Ma Wi Jung just over the ground ahead of the mongoose wedge &t the Azteca. He
dropped her belly to the ground and scraped it toward the gathered enemy.

Tortured metal screamed back at him. The ship hopped into the air again, and he repested, feding the
bay doors buckle and fdl off.

Three guns on whedlswere pulled around the sSide of the sacrificid pyramid. The first round knocked
Ma Wi Jung sideways awholefoot.

John dragged the ship on toward the priests, gritting his teeth. Mongoose-men ran around him with
nets and began capturing priests, but only amere handful before John shouted a them over the externa

loudspeskers.

They had ten high-ranking priests when they flew back into the crossfire. One priest for every
mongoose-man left.



Ma Wi Jung barely madeit to the docks. Smoke poured out of every opening as John made hisfina
drop. He shouted ingtructions to the mongoose-men asthey | ft.

Hewondered if Pepper could see the sorry shape of the ship, no longer adeek traveler between suns,
but a casudty of war. He could see afireraging down in the rear areas where the engines struggled to
power them back into the air.

John raised the Ma Wi Jung up over the harbor, just getting it over Granti€'s now broken arch. He
flew east away from the peninsula, away from the Azteca ships and out of sight, before he nosed it into
the water. They would never know that Capitol City couldn't raise Ma Wi Jung at any time.

For awhile the ship floated, while John tried to get aresponse fromiit.

Would the ship be okay? And if so, how long would it take to mend the damage taken? John got a
glimmering of an answer through his connection: fifty years.

Water rushed in through the broken bay doors and filled the ship. Severa air-lock doors snapped shut
to preserve airspace in critica aress.

Choking in the smoke created by the doused fires, John fumbled hisway to the upper air lock. He
yanked open alocker and pulled out alife-raft packet.

Then he paused.
Ship, are any firg-aid kits avail able?

Thelocation came to him. John fumbled hisway down, gtill holding on to the bulky raft packet until he
found a storage cabinet and opened it. Water threatened to sweep him away, rising to his chest. He
grabbed the floating bright red box with the white cross on the side and stumbled back toward the air
lock with each item under hisarms.

Two hands came in handy now.
Hethrew the liferaft out the air lock and clambered up after it.

When he cleared the hatch, he took severa deep breaths of fresh air, grabbed the life raft, and ran
down the length of the wing into the cold weter.

He pulled therip cord and the packet inflated itsdlf into afull raft. John climbed in, found the
collgpsible oars, and began to paddle hisway toward Capitol City. It would take aday to reach it. John
knew the currents that he had to take to get to the city's harbor, avoiding the jagged reefs and rocks
around the peninsula.

John turned and watched the Ma Wi Jung dip beneath the waves. He marked the location in his head.

Hewas aPilot. He dways knew where he was. He could find her again, in fifty years. If Pepper
wasn't angry enough to kill him firg.

The whole way back, John thought about Haidan lying in the whedlchair.
Hang on old friend. | may yet help you again.



CHAPTER SEVENTY-SEVEN

The mongoose-men had moved Dihanaagain. She'd ordered them to take her to the wallswith Haidan.
When hel'd wake, sheld tell him what she knew of the battle outside the walls. When he fell adeep, sheld
watch and listen to the battle and do what she could to ease hispain.

Haidan sweated constantly and had taken aturn for the worse after John had |eft. She had the fedling
he'd been holding on until then, but now felt he could let go. He barely remained lucid. The
mongoose-men seemed to think he wouldn't last the day. They'd drugged him to ease the pain of his
wounds.

"Hebleeding insde," they told her. "Nothing we can do but wait.”

One of thewall runners came up with the news that the Azteca had fallen back. The distant shelling
didn't let up, but the warriors on the ground no longer advanced.

Sheld been hoping the attack by the ancient flying machine would have had more of an immediate
effect, like the Aztecaleaving. But now it had been almost aday since the raid, and John deBrun had
disappeared out to seawith the flying machine.

Things had gone from hopel ess, to hopeful, to uncertain, within the last day.

One of her reagamuffins came up in the late morning as she ate some stale bread. " John deBrun here.
He want to see you."

"Wel, bring him." Heldd survived. But where wasthe airship?

Severa minutes later John arrived, surrounded by mongoose-men. Seawater dripped from hiswet
clothes. He set abright red box with a cross on the ground next to Haidan's wheel chair.

"I'm going to need atableto lay him out on,” he said.

"Y ou adoctor now?' Dihanaasked. John wiggled histwo handsin the air, and Dihana blinked.
"Okay," shesad. "What you need?'

John shook his head and opened the red box. "Anyone know if that man Pepper isaround?' Severa
small meta machines gleamed insde. John surveyed them, then chose one. It was nothing more than a
rounded cylinder with black tips and textured surface.

"He escape. He somewherein the city, no one know where."

John nodded, not surprised. Behind him the mongoose-men cleared atable. Four of them picked
Haidan up out of hiswhedlchair, pulling the blankets away and letting them drop to the ground, and laid
himonit.

"Y ou need to get rid of he clothes to operate?’ they asked.

"No." John took the instrument and box up to the table. Haidan moaned and moved. John put the box
on the table and leaned over Haidan. He inserted the cylinder into Haidan's mouth and let it go.



The cylinder did down, then stopped. The black end unfolded and planted small arms on Haidan's
bluish lips. The textured surface writhed, and the rest of the cylinder moved down farther.

Haidan gagged, his eyesflickering open. The cylinder hissed, then pushed down even farther.

John sat down and touched thelid of the box. Text ap-peared on its surface, and John began reading
it. Occasiondly hetapped the surface and read more. A minute passed. The cylinder hummed, the arms
retracted, and it did the rest of the way into Haidan's mouth and down his throat. The mongoose-men
looking on swore, and John looked up.

"He'sokay. That should beit,” he said. "Now wewait. Don't disturb him. By morning, helll be awhole
different man."

Dihanalooked at John. "Do you have any more miracles up your deeve? They're still shelling us out
there”

John looked in the direction she pointed. "No. | want to wait out the night until we get Haidan back.
WEéll need him."

"I'll wait with you." Dihanasat down in anesarby chair.
It was along night. Dihanaspent it wondering what the machine insde Haidan was doing.

When the sun rose and the men drank coffee with John, Haidan sat up and groaned, clutching hislungs
and grimacing.

Dihanaamiled and sat next to him.

John looked up, then walked over with coffee. "We have priests and Teotl. Now we need to force the
Aztecato talk termsto get them back and | need your help.”

Haidan nodded. He looked at the coffee. "Could | get some of that? And food. | wicked hungry.”

CHAPTER SEVENTY-EIGHT

Smoke roiled across the trenchesin front of the great walls of the city. Mongoose-men and city
volunteers occasionally popped their heads over the edges, looking out over pits of never-ending
smoldering fires and barbed wire for the next wave of Azteca.

Two men covered in days of mud, bags under their eyes, and dreadl ocks dripping with sweet, helped
Hadan down along tunnd. He could run with the men. It was exhilarating feging confident enough to be
running. He was hedled thanks to John. And John's ship had given them an upper hand. They had priests,
agod, and a mystery wespon, though the weagpon had been ditched in the sea. But the Azteca didn't
know that.

The mongoose-men paused twice to disarm trgpsin the ground meant for incoming Azteca.
If they were going to see an end to this, Haidan knew it had to be quick.
Occasionad craters steamed from recent explosions, and severa bodies had been stacked up like



sandbags outside a trench. Three mongoose-men stood around awarrior-priest who'd walked over the
trenchesto their sde with awhiteflag. A puffy, bloodied face looked up at Haidan.

"He refuseto go any further," one of the mongoose-men grunted. "We had try and make him."

Haidan squatted in the mud face-to-face with the Azteca. "What you want?' The chancefor atruce,
or withdrawal, made him hopeful. But whether this Aztecawas here to advanceit or not he didn't know.
If this priest wasn't here to start that process, Haidan had plans for forcing them to the table anyway.

"A gop tofighting,”" thewarrior said.
"Y ou have authority?"
"Do you? Y ou do not much look like apriest or aleader of any sort.”

Haidan grunted. Thewarrior looked thin and hungry. The Azteca hadn't been resupplied. The
mongoose-men had done an able job on destroying anything of use on the route the Azteca had used to
get to Capital City, and Capitol City wasalong way from the Wicked Highs.

The mysterious ship from the sky must have been ahell of ablow, Haidan thought.
"We got one of you god," Haidan said. "We could come back for more.”

"Cenhotl." And the Azteca listed the names of the captured priests. "Many of our leaders abducted.
Thereis chaos among the remaining.”

A finerain pattered in. The night would be amuddy, doshy one.

"We need meet and discusswe do next," Haidan said. "If you don't start this, | go drag you god to the
city wal and torture him."

The Aztecapaed. "If you are interested in bargaining, then we are. That iswhy | came here. May |
return?'

Haidan nodded at the mongoose-men. The warrior-priest got to hisfeet and staggered down the
trench. They helped him into the maze of barbed wire, and with afew grunts the Azteca made hisway
back toward the Aztecaline.

"Y ou think he serious?’ one of the mongoose-men asked.

Haidan shrugged and kept walking back toward the city walls. "Well see.”

A few digtant thudsindicated Azteca artillery starting anew barrage.

The nearest mongoose-man looked up. "Ain't agood ideafor no genera be out here—"
The air above them whistled and the side of the trench exploded.

Haidan blinked and pulled himsdf off the ground, awhole haf aminute gone from hismemory. Blood
leaked out of hisears and he had trouble focusing on anything in front of him. In the distance he saw mud
flung high into the air from more explosions. Concussionsripped through the ground, thudding his ches,
but he heard nothing.

Someone grabbed hisarm and pulled him adong. They wereyelling at him, but Haidan pointed & his
eas.

Hearing came back asthey passed through the tunnd again, the mongoose-men disarming traps. Dirt
swirled inthedark air.



The Capitol City response was an equally deafening thunder from wegponsin the trenches and high up
onthecity wals.

"A trick?' someone asked.

Haidan shrugged. "Maybe they redly confused and fractured,” he murmured. He needed a moment to
St and sort himself out. "Try to keep any of them asking for truce dive."

The shdling got worse, forcing him to hunker down in the tunnel and wait it out with severa other
mongoose-men. Haidan ate hard, stale bread and drank weak tea and waited while the mud dried to a
crust on his boots and pants.

Haidan was back in Capitol City before the sun kissed the horizon, and by the time half the sky was
purple, he had given his orders. He waited on the outer edge of the city walls, looking out over the
muddy trenches and craters held spent the afternoon in.

One Azteca priest, groomed, washed, and in full finery, was dragged out along the city wall. His
ankles were bound severd times over with rope. Severd men checked it over, while the priest looked at
themadl.

The mongoose-men lifted the proud, defiant Azteca, tied the rope off on a cleat by the wakway, and
threw him over the Sde of thewall.

Haidan leaned over and watched as the priest reached the end of the rope and recoiled part of the
way back up with a scream. He bounced off the walls and swung wriggling in awide arc from sdeto
sde, twenty feet below Haidan. His clothes and feathers hung toward his head, leaving him naked around
thewaist and legs.

Men laughed, some spat, others just shook their heads.
"Wait three hour," Haidan ordered. " Then throw the next one over."
Heleft thewdls.

It was midnight, and three Azteca priests hung from the wallswhen the Aztecagunsfelt slent. They
wouldn't kill their own priests. Haidan smiled.

By the early-morning hours severd of the remaining Aztecaleaders had sent notes with runnersto the
Capitol City trenches asking for atruce.

Haidan handed a mongoose-man his own prepared | etter, with atime, ameeting place, and agreeing
to the cease-fire.

Hewastired and hungry. He crawled onto his cot for abrief respite.

At least it was quiet out. Quiet enough for asomewhat restful deep. His chest and throat till hurt from
whatever John deBrun had doneto heal him.

PART FOUR
THE BITTER END



CHAPTER SEVENTY-NINE

Dihanafaced the enemy on the other side of her conferencetable.

The enemy dressed in feathers and padded armor, the makeup on hisface smeared from sweat. His
amswerewiry, and adark fringe of hair hung most over hiseyes.

His name was Cotepec. The provisond leader of the Aztecaforces, he was aman in atight spot. It
wastrue he had alarger army, but his men were amost out of food. Haidan's mongoose-men had done
their job well and kept supplies away from the Azteca. His leader was captured, priests were captured,
and one of his gods captured. He could press on hoping for victory and face starvation if that gamble
failed. Herisked the god's death, and his own priests death if he did so.

He could take the town if hefought just abit longer. Both Dihanaand he knew it. It danced in their
eyes when they squared off acrossthetable. But if he dlowed hisgod and its prieststo die, he would
havefaled aswell.

Dihanafelt no empathy when shelaid thoseitems out in aflat, precise manner.

Helooked up at her. "My peoplein thiscity said you would be hard to bargain with." Hewouldn't
meet her eyes. Maybe, Dihana thought, he expected her to be ahard bargainer . . . for awoman.

"Y ou expect any less?' Dihana handed him the papers. "Y ou invaded the land, besieged the city.”

Cotepec read the documents with care, putting aside each page as he read it. When hefinished, he
gathered the ten pieces back up in hishands. ™Y ou have the upper hand. But we are not defeated. |
agree, in principle, that 1 will take Aztecaback to other sde of the mountainsfor the return of our god.
But you say you will deliver the god to us when we return to Aztlan. How can you guarantee usthis?'

"Y ou have read the terms, Cotepec.”

Heraised ahand. "What if you keep our god anyway?'
"Wewill not."

"The Otherswill want to kill our god. How can we alow this?'
"Y ou mean the Loa?' Dihana asked.

"That iswhat you call them.”

Dihanatook asp of water, then refilled her glass from the pitcher on abronze tray on the side of the
table. "By airship,” shesaid.

"Y ou could crash the airship and clam it was an accident.”
"How do you suggest we do this exchange?"

Cotepec laid the papers down. "We understand you already know about the tunnel through the
mountain." Dihananodded. Haidan had found this out, and John had told her aswell. "We will makethe



switch at the tunndl. It easy for you to defend, and we can take safe control of moving our god back
acrossto Aztlan.”

Dihanathought about it. "Okay."

"Please make the changes." Cotepec handed her apen. It was, Dihanaredlized later, the first
compromise of many. Fourteen more points and adjustments had to be made before Cotepec would
agree to begin decamping and returning through the jungle to get back on the other side of the mountains.
It wasthefina item that shocked Dihana

She stared at Cotepec. "'l can't do this. Those are peopleslives. Y ou've captured thousands. Their
livesare not yoursto use as you seefit." Sheamost yelled.

Hefolded hisarms and leaned back in his chair. "It isthe only way | can get my prieststo agreeto
return. They want what they adready have. They have to return somewhat victorious, with some honor. It
isthat or they die here.

Dihanafet sck. A dizzy, somach-clenching sick that made her wonder if maybe dying at the table
would be best. "Y ou must give metimeto think about it."

"I will leave here before the sun sets." Cotepec tapped the papers. “"We either have an agreement then,
or | return and restart the Sege.”

"You will starve, your god will die, your priestswill die."

Cotepec shrugged. "That is not as bad as returning empty-handed for al the other gods. So that
decision isnot mineto make."

"I can't. God, no, | can't." Dihanapicked up the papers unsteadily as the Azteca stood up.
"Y ou save many morethan will die hereif you agree.”

Dihana closed her eyes. Clot you, she swore a the Aztecain her head. Y ou and dl your bloodthirsty
gods. She grabbed the pen and dropped the final page to the table. Her signature was shaky and done
quickly. "There." Her voice cracked.

"All these points are satisfactory,” Cotepec said. "'l will, then, return with one of the priestsyou hold
captive now. We will make preparationsto leave.

When the door closed behind Cotepec, Dihana dumped against the table and cried. She gavethe
papers to the ragamuffin outside the door and ordered copies made.

It was all she could do to get to her own room and sit on the chair by her desk. She called for aglass
of spiced rum.

The ragamuffin who brought it up handed it to her, and Dihana downed the glassin asingle gulp.
"Bring awhole bottle

Asthe ragamuffin returned to set the bottle on her desk, he asked, "Minister, are you okay?'

"No. No, I'll never be okay after what | just did.” She shoved him out the door, locked it, and set to
drinking hersdlf into atroubled deep, glass by burning glass.



CHAPTER EIGHTY

At the top of the Capitol City wall facing the Azteca, Haidan sat with Dihanain the dark night. Overhead
Capital City blimps made patrol circles and flicked spotlights at the ground outside the wall.

Earlier in the week it had been covered in Azteca tents and warriors. Now the battlefield was quiet.

Ancther blimp left the city, flying out into the darkness to follow thelong trail of Aztecaretresting back
toward the Wicked Highs.

Down dong thewall Dihanaheard the clink of pots over fires as men heated tea. Laughter and
conversation drifted inthe air.

People had returned to the streets. Market reopened tomorrow, and Dihana had lifted al forms of
curfew.

Haidan spped a cup of maubi. "It go take almaost amonth to get them back into they land. But they
truce holding." Haidan shook hislocks.

"Haidan, do you think | made the right choice?' Dihana asked.

He took adeep breath. "1 think you make the only choice you could have make." He took another sip.
"When the city finds out, they will cometo tear me from limb to limb."

"I protect you."

Dihanawrapped her arms around herself. "I don't think | want to be protected, Haidan.”

Helooked at her, surprised. "What you saying?

"I don't want to do it anymore. Running the city. No one person should ever have to make the choice |
made in that forsaken conference room, Haidan. How many mistakes did we al make, acting aone?
Haidan, I've done the most horrible thing a Capitol City person has ever done." She pushed her head into
hisarm.

He hdd her shoulders.

"Come, girl." Thistime shelet him call her that. "When | generd, | have men to support me,
understand what | asking. Y ou got nothing. Y ou gone through more, with less, than | canimagine, being
in control the whole city. What you donefor al of we amazing. Y ou done good."

Haidan hugged her and she hugged him back. It was comforting.

"I made my own share," Haidan said. "I left Mafolie weak, concentrating in thewrong area. Maybeis
time both of we take some rest for awhile.”

Things were going to have to change, Dihanaknew. Let the unionists duke it out with each other. Let
someone else meet every week, give them ataste of the hell she'd endured for the past severa years.

Dihanawas going to step down fromiit al.



"Yes, | am over. Donefor sure” The sudden resolve lightened her. "It istimefor arest.”

"And what you go do?' Haidan asked.

"I want to find the Loa. That'sfirg. | want their knowledge. | am going to join the Preservationists.”
"Good." Haidan put his cup down. "Y ou will do wdl leading them.”

Dihanalooked at him. "What about the gourds? Do we destroy them, or keep them around just in
case?' They'd talked about sending them over the mountains and releasing the plague into Aztlan. Dihana
had felt queasy just thinking it. There was no guarantee it wouldn't cross back over to their sde of the
mountainsand kill them dl aswell.

"Destroy them," Haidan said.
"That's agood choice."

"L et we hope everyone e se keep making good choice. The Loawould kill the world with those
gourd. Whoever come after you, however we rule we-sdlf after this, they need make some good
decison.”

Below them, insde the thick walls, Capitol City settled down for atrouble-free night. In the weeks
ahead Dihanalooked forward to turning the city over to parliament, and Haidan would transfer the gods
and priests over to the Azteca by the mouth of the tunnd. He would stay there to watch it destroyed by
dynamite after that. And Dihanawould prepare herself to explain to the city that she had alowed cousins
and digtant friends to be taken back with the Aztecain bondage.

Nothing in Capitol City would ever be the same.
Nobody would ever be the same.

CHAPTER EIGHTY-ONE

Aztecalined the mouth of thetunnd in full Jaguar scout finery. New feathers had been glued to their
masks, and the scouts lined the rocky, carved wallslike brightly colored statues. Dull mongoose-men
uniforms mingled outside, afull force with riflesready for any movement.

Haidan watched his men trundle forward the whedled cage that held the Azteca god. The Jaguar
scouts murmured, stirred, but held till.

A line of Azteca priestsin loinclothsfollowed the cage.

The handover occurred smoothly, though the mongoose-men spat with anger. They wanted the
thousands of Nanagadans aready on the other side of the tunnel freed.

It couldn't happen.
Y.
Haidan ground histeeth and watched the last of the priests disappear into the dark of the tunndl. The



Jaguar scouts surrounded their own, turned their backs, and walked down the tunndl. Fifteen minutes
later dl that remained was dark shadows.

Haidan waited another hour, then gavethe sgnd.

Thuds rippled through the ground, up hisfeet, and into his chest. Deep insde the tunndl the charges
went off. A wall of dust exploded out of the mouth, and the sides collapsed in.

When it settled, only awall of rock remained.
Haidan relaxed.
Mafolie had been handed over earlier in asmilarly tense exchange. Thiswasthefind part of thetruce.

Now the rebuilding began. Of dl the citiesraided. The mongoose-men. Their future. There was dmost
no food across the land, but crops would be planted and grow soon. Fishermen in Brungstun and Capitol
City would bear the weight, and so many had died it would be easier to spread what they did have. The
forest would provide wild fruits and berries.

Most would live. They'd madeit. They had a second chance.

CHAPTER EIGHTY-TWO

One day the Aztecaleft, the Frenchi told Jerome. A hugetrail of Azteca came from the north and they al
waked out of town. They left some peoplein chains, took others, and retreated to the mountains.

The Frenchi men al went into Brungstun. Carefully &t first, then brazenly when they redized dl the
Aztecaweretruly gone.

Airshipsno longer flew overhead.

All the Frenchi women and children returned to the village, though it was burned to the sand it stood
on.

Rebuilding began.

Jerome was dlowed to play outside in the sand with the other children, but got in trouble for getting
into fights for no reason. The anger just exploded out of him. He even once pushed Sandy down, for
arguing with him, and they'd stopped speaking since.

At night, the thought of Teotl, scary mongters, streaming out of the stars down toward hishometo kill
them al kept him awake.

Eventualy Jerome played done and talked to no one.

After afew more days people from Capitol City arrived. Mongoose-men sailed out to the village to
talk to them.

"The mongoose-men say they defeat the Azteca, and the Aztecaretreat back to the other sde of the
mountain," someone explained at abonfire. "The Azteca had come through alarge holethey dig in the
mountain, iswhat they say. It take them many generationsto do this, but the mongoose-men say they go
dynamiteit. But the threat ill there. They want volunteer to become mongoose-men and learn to fight



the Azteca"
Severa men volunteered. And Jerome held up his hand and stepped forward.
They shook their heads. ™Y ou too young," they said.
"I want kill Azteca," Jerome inssted. That was where the anger came from, he had redlized.

They got angry with him, though. The mongoose-men |eft without Jerome with the recruits who would
learn how to kill Aztecaand defend the land. And that made him even angrier.

Three dayslater asmall boat landed and hisfather got out. Jerome watched from the distance, hiding by
apam tree, as hisfather spoke to the people.

Jerome saw hisdad put ahand on one of the men's shoulders.
A red hand.

This couldn't be hisdad. Could it? Jerome stood siffly by the tree. But when his dad came over and
picked Jerome off the sand in a crushing hug, Jerome broke down and cried into his dad's shoulder.

"I couldn't do anything," he sobbed. "1 could only run from them Azteca. | don't know what happen . .

"I know," John said, and hugged him harder. Jerome hung on tight until hisdad pulled him freeand
looked him in the eyes, sadly. "When we go back, we're going to stay with Auntie Fixit, okay?' Hisdad
swalowed and bit hislip. "Uncle Harold is dead. And soisMom." His dad sniffed, and Jerome began to
sob. "Auntie Fixit has some stuff of your mother's she kept while the Aztecawere in Brungstun. We will
take that stuff back to our house."

"What happen?' Jerome asked through tears.
"| don't liketdling you this
"Please" Jerome begged.

"They sacrificed her. Along with many other women in Brungstun. Auntie Fixit saw it dl. Shewaswith
Shanta until the very end. They buried her inabig pit."

Jerome grabbed a handful of his dad's shirt. He cried, but inside he aso raged.

CHAPTER EIGHTY-THREE

Several months passed for John before Jerome calmed down. They were long months of fightswith his
son about his hand, where he had gone, what had happened to Shanta.

Each one wearied him more than he thought he could handle.

And there were dl these memories Stting in the back of his mind, waiting to explode at the most
inopportune moments. Memories of the dark, black emptiness of drifting in space that woke him up



screaming at night. The guilt of al the people who had died as aresult of decisions and actions John hed
made. Actions severa centuries ago, and actions just months ago. Some days he could hardly function.
Hismind fdt asif someone were poking holesthrough it and | etting out molten, confusing images.

Jerome had lost his childhood and had been forced to grow up to the toughest redlities of aharsh
world. In some way he couldn't express he resented it, and John understood.

S0 he spent time at the beach, or a sea, trying to bring Jerome back some measure of normdlity.

But at night they both sat at the table, not able to find words. Sometimes John found Jeromein a
corner crying, and sometimes Jerome found John staring of f in the distance with wet eyes.

One of those lonely nights Jerome had found John on the porch, staring into the distance. ™Y ou missing
she?'

"It hurts | miss her so much," John said.
"I know." Jerome sat on the chair next to him and stared into the same distance.
The days passed, some better than others.

One day Jerome pulled himself together and told John everything that had happened. Troy, the
passages, the people held seen dying.

John could only hug him.

It was abreezy day on the beach just out by town when Pepper found them. Jerome ran into waves and
laughed loudly, bringing agrin to John's face. John leaned back against apam tree, with aquick glance
up to seeif any loose coconuts hung above him.

Footsteps crunched through the sand, and Pepper crouched next to him. His dreadlocks swayed
across hiseyes.

John couldn't look Pepper in the face, but kept an eye on Jerome. From the corner of hiseyesight it
seemed that Pepper had al hisbulk back.

"You know, | find it funny that | till don't know you as anything other than Pepper, even with al my
memories back." Pepper snorted at him. "I'm sure you've thought about many different waysto kill me,"
Johnsad. "All | can say isthat I'm sorry.”

"Wedl do what hasto be done," Pepper said. "And maybe you should redize that just as you were
changed down here with your family, | was changed after spending so many years drifting with nothing
but my own thoughts." One of Pepper's hands remained behind hisback. A gun? A knife?

John looked straight at Pepper. ™Y ou weren't going to let me do another run.”

"Y ou had enough priests. The Teotl | caught you was alone agood bargaining chip. Y ou went too far.
Too driven, John. Should have cut your losses.”

"Maybe. The ship will repair itsdf eventualy. | know exactly where sheis.”



"And I'm stuck on this planet until then, John. | think, maybe in some lower area of your tactica,
ever-scheming mind, you wanted that.”

John didn't reply.

Pepper pulled hisarm out. He held the Loa device John had hidden in his cabin on La Revanche. It
glinted in the somber evening rays. Anicy sensation ran up John's neck. Pepper had the ability to teke
over the Ma' Wi Jung. There was athreat there. Pepper was telling him he could take the ship back, at
any point. If John ever deceived Pepper again, Pepper could take the ship and find away to useit.
Maybe with the help of the Loa, or maybe with enoughtime. ..

John remembered how damn effective the tiny Loa probes were. They'd been spit out into deep space
to hijack Nanagadan ships during the first few years of contact, before the L oa began to work with
humansingtead of press-ganging them into service fighting againg the Teotl between wormholesand
planets.

"The Aztecaare dtill out there,” Pepper said. "They'll attack again. And since I'm stuck here until our
ship hedls, | will work to stop that.”

Jerome dove into another wave and resurfaced severd feet away, spitting water out of his mouth. John
gl kept hislips pressed shut.

"Thereis something else only you can appreciate,” Pepper said. "The Loaal came out of their
hidey-holes after the battle. They'retrying to help the inventors and engineers. They're pushing for larger
armies, anavy, and more aggressiveness against Azteca”

"I'm sure the Teotl are doing the same on the other side.”

"We'e being manipulated by those damn creatures again. Huge searchesfor lost technology, reverse
engineering, that isokay. But behind it are the Loaand Teotl, which means more war. More desth.”

John listened to the sound of the pams shifting and rustling. Thetop layer of sand, so finethewind
played with it, danced and swirled down the beach.

"I could use your help in stopping the Teotl," Pepper said. "There are some other tricks | have up my
deeve. Hardened bunkers | could search for weapons. Come with me. Well make Nanagadan history
again. You and | will make our own war on the Aztecauntil it'stimeto leave."

For amoment John was tempted. There might be a suit of reactive armor he could climb into to kill
Aztecawith. Some Azteca had stayed on this Side of the mountains to become Tolteca. He knew these
deserters could come in handy. He could run them back over the mountains as spies. Plans began
formingin hishead.

But Jerome ran out of the water and started climbing a pile of boulders at the corner of the beach.

"l can't.”" John pointed his chin at Jerome, jumping from rock to rock. "Jerome, he's shaken. He needs
me morethan anything right now."

Thethirg for revenge died in the face of hisson'spain.
Pepper stood up. "When heisgrown, will you fight with me?”
"Look for me then." John stood up with him. They faced each other under the shade of the palm tree.

"| think you have the right idea, John." Pepper smiled. He put ahand on John's shoulder. "I'll seeyou
agan."



Pepper turned around and walked up toward the dirt road leading into town. He was headed Straight
for the Wicked Highs, no doulbt.

"Pepper, thereison last thing," John said. Pepper paused. "The Spindle.” They both looked up. "There
areworking instrumentsin Tolor's Chimney that say it isbeing stabilized and opened up again. They will
comethrough again, in numbers." There were maybe thirty Teotl on this planet. But through the Spindle
and the destroyed remains of the wormhole, there were billions of Teotl.

"How long?" Pepper asked.

"It'll take at least ahundred years." The computer in Troy's desk predicted two hundred yearsfor
them to stabilize the wormhole.

"Then we should get busy.”

"The ship will be ready, Pepper. I'm no fool. If we don't get help, if we don't warn other worlds, the
Teotl will wash over dl theworldslikethetide."

They had thought asingle system, with al of its defenses aimed at awormhole with the Teotl on the
other side, could hold the Teot! off.

It hadn't worked. All they'd done was buy time.

"I'll be back then," Pepper said. "Well get the word out with the ship. Well be waiting for them when
they come through.”

He turned and walked off down the dirt road leading to the beach.
Jeromeran up. "That was Pepper?'
John nodded.

Jerome watched Pepper walk down the turn in the dirt road and disappear. "'l want to be like him
when | grow up.”

"No, you don't, Jerome. Trust me." John put an arm around his son.
They stood therefor awhile.
Jerome looked up at John. "How did you meet Pepper?”

John laughed. "That isn't astory for young men. I'll tell you when you grow up, okay? We should go
home now."

He waked down the dirt road and Jerome followed.

When Jerome grew up. Ten years from now. What could he do to help Nanagada while he remained
in Brungstun? He wasn't sure, but he was thoughtful as he led Jerome back home.

It was dark when they got there and lit the gadights on the porch. Electric lights wouldn't be coming
out from Brungstun for along while yet. Both moons were behind the horizon. The great Spindlehung in
the sky, dong with al the other sars, and for thefirgt timein twenty-seven years John could trace the
patternsin the sky and name the twinkle in the sky he'd come from. There was Earth. Home, in away.
Though not as home as Nanagada was now. John marveled at the sky.

Then Jerome offered to make dinner. John smiled and went inside. He helped him while he thought
about what needed to be done outside. The garden needed to be plowed and replanted. And then he



needed paper, lots of it, as he would put down on paper everything he could remember that would help
them build bigger cities, better weapons.

Could he get them to rocketsin fifty years? A lot could happen in fifty years before Pepper demanded
they leavein the Ma Wi Jung.

Tomorrow he would do dl these things.

Tomorrow would be another day on Nanagada. A new day. But for now, Jerome peeled potatoes for
soup, and John picked up the badly cut chunks of potato and laughed. After afew seconds Jerome
laughed and dowed down, taking the timeto dice only the skin off the potato.

Till Jerome grew up, John thought with asmile.

EPILOGUE

It was rainy season in Anahuac. Thefloating gardens on the lakes were ripe with vegetables and fruits,
and the cornfields grew strong. The back of the village bordered on the jungle that led up to the
mountains,

The priest had chosen severd lucky children dl at the same height as the corn to offer to the gods. The
whole village of Anahuac gathered by the center of the town to watch the priest with his blood-maited
hair offer the children to secure the hedlth of the corn crop. Much to the shame of some parents, the
children cried, gathered in asmal group near the top of the village's smdl pyramid.

Thiswas aspecid day, for agod had comein adivan to blessthe offering. It remained under the
curtains, away from the harsh sun, but the villagers were excited and honored to haveit.

A priest with aflayed cape of skin grabbed thefirst child. He hed the knifein the air, the jewelsaong
the hilt glittering, and pulled the child up to the center of the pyramid. Everyone grew quiet in anticipation.
The bustle of those sdlling things alongside the street fell asall eyeslooked up the steep dope of the
pyramid at the priest.

An explosion rocked the pyramid right under the priest'sfeet. The knife he held shattered from a
sngle, expert shot. The priest clutched his bloody hand in shock. He clambered off and fell down the
black stonestoward the ground, asif asacrificid victim himself.

Everyoneturned around in confusion.

The god'sdivan flipped over. A horrible squealing deafened those standing around it, and severd shots
ended the sound. Everyone watched in horror as acurtain flipped open, and a black man with knotted
dreadlocked hair and gray eyes stepped out, gunsin either hand.

Heturned in asmooth circle and shot the four warriors standing by the side of the divan. He looked a
the throng of people around him and they stared at him, shocked.

Hesmiled.
"Who areyou?' the priest lying at the foot of the pyramid demanded, struggling to stand up and hold



hiswounded hand.

The man did not answer. He walked through the villagers, hislong, tattered coat swaying with him, and
ran up the pyramid. Without any effort he picked akid up under each arm, il holding hisgunsin his
hands, and walked back down the pyramid.

He stopped by the edge of the flagstones, near the trees, and turned around. "1 am Pepper,” hetold
them. His deep voice echoed in the village square. "I am the man your gods will have nightmares about
for the next fifty years." He put the children down and pointed off into the jungle.

The children looked back at the pyramid, then ran.

He shook his hands, and clear, sticky fluids splattered down onto the flagstones by his mud-encrusted
boots.

Warrior-priests gathered at the edge of the square with atlatl, but the black man moved like acat, his
snewy muscles exploding with energy. He ran for the jungle before asingle dart was thrown.

The bushes rustled where he disappeared. The priests darts clattered to the ground hitting nothing.
All that was l€ft of the man was awicked laugh.
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Find out what's beyond the wormbhole in

RAGAMUFFIN

TOBIAS S. BUCKELL

It had been three hundred and fifty-seven years, three months, and four days since the emancipation of
humanity. And for mog, it did them little good.

Nasharawaked down the dusty road of Pitt's Cross reservation, her scaly leather boots biting into her
ankle. Log houses and refugee tents dripped acid water from arecent rain, and the ground steamed. It
was a desperate assemblage of buildingsthat dared cal itsdf acity, and al that did was remind Nashara
of what acity should redly look like.

People could be more than this. She flagged down a van bouncing through the wet street.

The mud-coated van, yellow paint flaking off its sides, stopped by the bench outside a community
center where along line of ragged and desperate faces lined up for the soup kitchen. Nashara could smell
whiffs of fresh bread and body odor.

A few eyesdarted her way, seeing the functiona but new clothing and no doubt wondering what she
was doing here. And whether she was carrying money. It wasjust aslikely surprise a her skin, as dark
as the shadows these people seemed to try to sink into. Her hair, tight and curly, but shorn military short.
Old habit. Fitt's Cross consisted mainly of the light-skinned. Or maybe, just maybe, someone was
already tracking her, ready to shoot her and drag her body to the edge of the reservation for a bounty.

Sheturned her back to it al and got in the van. What was done was done, and now it wastimeto
keep moving.

"Could rain again,” the old man driving the van commented as Nasharathrew a ssamped metal coin
into the small bucket by his seet. "1 get more passengersif | wait around for the rain, charge more when
they're desperate not to get stung by it."

Nashara sat down on the cushioned bench behind him and threw several more coinsin. "Let'sgo.”
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"Whereto?'

"Security gate"

The old man cleared histhroat, leaned closer to the window, and looked up at the sky. Nashara
tapped his back. He turned around annoyed, then flinched when she stared directly into hisdightly
clouded eyes. "l shit you not," Nasharasaid, "I'll break your neck if you don't start driving.”

He swalowed. "Right." The van quietly lurched forward down the street, then turned an easy |€eft. They
edged past alarge cart pulled by fifteen men, al yoked to it by wooden harnesses.



How far humanity could till fall. Nasharafolded her arms.

Two years mucking about in Fitt's Cross, building contacts, until she'd found ajob that would make
her enough to leave. She watched alandscape of ruined housing and people dide by the dingy windows
of the van. The buildings petered out until nothing but bare, scorched ground surrounded her.

The reservation'swall crept into view over the horizon. The black and smooth, two-hundred-foot
edifice spread for asfar as she could see in elther direction. Spotlights stabbed at the ground and sky. It
was scaable, sheld donethat to get over last night, and back over in the morning.

Though not without trouble. Her Ieft shoulder had a cauterized hole through it as aresult of getting
back over.

"Y ou have apass?' the old man asked, incredulous. "Or will | bewaiting at thewall for you?"
"Are we not emancipated? Can't we travel anywhere we want?'

"Don't spout that crap at me." They both knew they needed a"human safety pass' to be dlowed out
there, and passes were rare around the reservation. "Even if you get through, how far can you get on two
feet when dl you have isreservation coin?'

"You'd be surprised." Nasharalooked out the window. One last look at the barren |andscape.

"Waste of my time, dl the way out here for one passenger.” They dowed and then jerked to astop.
Thedriver leaned over and pointed asmall gun at her. "Hand over your coin and get out.”

Nasharalooked down at it. And snapped it out of his hands before his next blink. She casudly
snapped histrigger finger, and to his credit he bit hislip and bore the pain as he looked around for the
gun. Reservation-born and accustomed to the pain of it al.

"Y ou should have shot before speaking,” she said. He might have had achance. He stared at her,
redlizing his underestimation would probably cost him hislife.

"Come on, get out,” Nasharasaid as she opened the door. She didn't blame him for trying. What did
he haveto lose? A lifetime behind the wdl? A faint mist sprinkled down. It blew insde the cab and tasted
acidic. It burned thetip of her tongue as she tasted the air. It would stain and then dissolve her outfit if
she walked out there, so sheld take the vehicle. "I have a pass, and therefore aschedule to keep."

"How the hell did you get that?' the old man asked as he stepped out into the rain and turned to face
in.

"Same way | got this," Nasharamuttered. Someone had underestimated her.

She shut the door to the van and drove on without looking back. Several minutes later she threw the
gun out of the window into the mud.

No sensein gpproaching amassive security perimeter like the wal around Pitt's Crosswith agun.

The gate groaned dowly open, responding to the presence of the pass hung around her neck.

Severd snub-nosed pipes tracked her progress through the tunnd. If she so much as twitched wrong,
they'd smear her againgt thewall.

Thefloor lit up just forward of each step, leading her onward to a set of doorsthat rolled aside for her.
Severd guardsin khaki protective armor and reflective-visored helmets surrounded her.
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Nashara pulled the necklace off and handed it over. The nearest guard scanned her with awand. Even
if shewere naked, it wouldn't detect anything under her skin. Her skin bounced back the wrong signasto
his crude scanner. And neither guard would find the crude divers of gold and silver stolen from the Gahe
breeder's house. Sheld cut ditsin the skin of her thighs. The skin had congesaled over the small bounty.

The other guard verified the data inside the small pendant at the end of the necklace. He looked back
a her. "NasharaAji. Y ou have twenty hours outside the reservation. After that the passwill broadcast
your violaion and you will forfeit any rightsto trave. Y ou will bejalled and fined. Y ou may give up your
right to emancipation.”

He handed the necklace back to her and leaned in close. "Visiting abreeding program, eh?"
That was what the passindicated her business outside the wall was. Nasharaignored the guard.

An dien stood safe inside abombproof glass enclosure behind the guards. A Gahe, one of therulers
of everything currently around Nashara. It stood five feet high on four legs. Its bullet-shaped head, so
hard to reach around to snap, Nashara knew, swiveled like an owl'sto track her. The rounded, silver
eyesdidn't blink.

The dien's massive mouth yawned open. From ingde, gray, tentacle-like tongues wormed out and
flicked at aclear pand in front of it.

"Human, stop,” the trandated voice in the air around her snapped.
Nasharafroze.
"Pause for decontamination that your stink may not infect our honorable citizens."

Nashara knew the routine. She stripped with her back to the human guards behind her. A biting spray
and explosion of UV light later she walked out of the checkpoint.

Shewas out. Out of the reservation and its starving, popul ation-exploding sovereignty and freedom.
And just ahead of the mess that would soon be after her.

The guards were the last humans she saw for the next hour as she walked down the paved road. No
vehicles passed her. What reason did the diens have to go to the reservation? They avoided it if at al

possible.
Theroad led into alarger highway three hours later. Nasharas clothes dripped sweat from the hedt.

She had no water; no one was dlowed to bring anything out of the reservation but the clothes on their
back.

Still, she pressed on as the occasiond vehicle trundled past. Each one looked completely different,
from number of whedlsto color to design. The Gahe prized individudity to abizarre leve.

Seven hours later she stopped in asmall town and looked around. The Gahe built their houseslike
their cars, every one different to their own taste. It looked like something out of anightmare, random
curves and anglesjutting out every which way, dripping wals.

Three Gahe loped toward her, tentacle tongues lolling. One of them held agun amed at her. Nashara
held her necklace up, showed it to them, and inserted the pendant in her ear.

" amlegd," shesdid.



The large Gahe dropped the gun into the pocket of a bib-like shirt over its chest. It thumped the
ground with ahind leg and spat at the ground.

"What are you doing here?' The pendant trandated the gestures into tinny wordsin her ear.

"l am waiting for the bus." Nashararemained still. They didn't seem like any kind of Gahe that were
hereto arrest or detain her.

The Gahe sat down in front of her. Nasharawaited for atrandation of that, but none came. She
relaxed and pretended not to see them. She stared off into the distance and waited.

She could disappear here and no one would care, or notice. The Gahe around her knew it too. But
they weren't aware of what shed done last night. They werejust trying to intimidate the free human.
Nothing to worry about, and shed kill them too if they tried anything funny.

Another human was on the pumpkin-shaped bus that showed up, adark-haired, old lady in aglittering
dress and complex, braided hairdo fixed around the top of her head like a crown. The Gahe clustered
aong the left Sde of the bus. They lounged in their round chairs and stared out the windows, ignoring her.
Nashara thought she smelled mushrooms as she walked down the aide and sat down.

The lady growled at her and drummed a syncopated rhythm on the ground. She smiled at Nashara

"Nice clothes" the pendant in her ear trand ated the thumping and growling. Thelady cleared her
throat. "1 am Growf." She dapped her hand on her wrist and growled. ™Y ou live behind the wall?*

"Recently, for awhile, yes" Nasharasaid.
"You hateme"
"No." Nasharashook her head. "I'm sorry for you."

"I may be pet," thelady growled in Gahe. "But | eat. My great-grandfather pet. Good pet. Eat well.
Not starve. Do tricks.”

A Gahe stood up and barked at them both, too quickly for the pendant to trandate. It walked over
and its tongues reached out and grabbed the lady's crown. They were strong, strong enough to yank
Growf up to her fedt.

Growf whined and bowed, kissed the floor, and shuffled over to the back of the bus.
Nasharaturned away from the scene and looked out of the window at yellow grass and squiggly trees.

It al depressed her. The whole damn planet depressed her. The Gaheruled Astragdai firmly, and
there were too few humans here to do much about it.

A few hundred thousand lived behind the wall in Fitt's Cross, most of the rest as professiona bonded
petsto Gahe.

Sheld killed ahigh-ranking Gahe breeder late last night for some shadowy, idiot organization formed
by offworld humans that wanted to free the human pets. The League of Human Affairs. They'd repaid her
with aticket that would take her off Astragalal and aboard a ship heading toward the planet New
Anegada

Five years, planet by planet, trying to get there, the last two aparticular hell stuck herein Fitt's Cross.
Nashara couldn't wait to get the fuck off the planet. It had been amistake to head into anonhuman



place. A two-year mistake.

She checked the pendant cover, squinting. Just afew hoursleft. Any Gahe would have the right to
take her as property or kill her when that ran out. Gahe authorities would be moving to deport her right
back into Fitt's Cross. Gahe breeders paid prime for wild pets.

The pickup zone was a clearing, bordered by well-maintained gardens, and aticket booth. A round pod
with windows sat in the middle of the grass. Nasharawaked over the cut yellow grass, squishing her way
to the ticket booth.

"You travel done?' The Gahe behind the glass shook its squat head. Round eyes |ooked her up and
down.

"My ticket is confirmed. | am here. | am afreedman.” No damn pet. "Hereismy pass.”" She waved the
necklace at the window. She had no time for delays. The body of the Gahe breeder she'd killed would
have been found by now. It wouldn't take long for itsfriendsto figure out it wasn't one of its pets or
human breeding pairsthat had killed it. Enough checking and Nashara's DNA would be found
somewhere on the pen sheld used to ab it in the large eyes.

"l guessthisisokay,” the Gaheinformed her. "Go to the pickup pod.”

The pod stood twice her height with amassive reinforced hook at itstip. Fifteen Gahe seatsringed the
indde. Reclining Gahe sat strapped in half of them.

Alarms sounded throughout the clearing as Nashara stepped in the pod. A Gahe attendant outside
licked the pod with atongue and the pod sealed shuit.

Gahe stared at her, panting. One of them growled.

Nashara strapped herself in as best she could. It was clear they never expected human use of these
sedts.

Another timbre of darm started. Nashara turned around and looked down the length of the clearing
just in time to see a shadow and then the long line of the orbital skyhook coming straight toward them.
The strong rope of carbon fiber led al the way back to orbit. It soun dowly, each end touching down to
Snag cargo severd times per day.

The massive, rusted, industria-looking hook on the end whipped toward them and struck the top of
the pod.

Nashara's neck snapped back. She swore. Gahe pounded the floor with their front feet. "Laughter,”
the pendant noted as she pushed it back in her ear. The joke was on them. Right now word would be
gpreading that a human had killed a Gahe. If the League person who'd paid her to do it had told the truth,
then the last time that had happened had been a hundred years ago. And that same small insurrection that
had |eft a Gahe dead by human handsin Pitt's Cross had led the Gahe to isolate the free humans on the
planet there.

The pod accelerated, hooked onto the almost indestructible cable. It sivung up into the sky past the
cloudsin along arc toward space.



