
        
            
                
            
        

    
Lady

 

The priest struck the gong.

 

The sound reverberated off the temple's vaulted domes, splendidwith brightly coloured carvings. The solitary note echoed back andforth, diminishing to a remembered tone, a ghost of sound.

Mara knelt, the cold stones of the temple floor draining thewarmth from her. She shivered, though not from chill, then glancedslightly to the left, where another initiate knelt in a pose identical toher own, duplicating Mara's movements as she lifted the white headcovering of a novice of the Order of Lashima, Goddess of the InnerLight. Awkwardly posed with the linen draped like a tent above herhead, Mara impatiently awaited the moment when the headdresscould be lowered and tied. She had barely lifted the cloth andalready the thing dragged at her arms like stone weights! The gongsounded again. Reminded of the goddess's eternal presence, Marainwardly winced at her irreverent thoughts. Now, of all times, herattention must not stray. Silently she begged the goddess's forgiveness,pleading nerves - fatigue and excitement combined withapprehension. Mara prayed to the Lady to guide her to the innerpeace she so fervently desired.

 

The gong chimed again, the third ring of twenty-two, twenty forthe gods, one for the Light of Heaven, and one for the imperfectchildren who now waited to join in the service of the Goddess ofWisdom of the Upper Heaven. At seventeen years of age, Maraprepared to renounce the temporal world, like the girl at her sidewho - in another nineteen chimings of the gong - would be countedher sister, though they had met only two weeks before.

Mara considered her sister-to-be: Ura was a foul-tempered girlfrom a clanless but wealthy family in Lash Province while Mara wasfrom an ancient and powerful family, the Acoma. Ura's admissionto the temple was a public demonstration of family piety, orderedby her uncle, the self-styled family Lord, who sought admission intoany clan that would take his family. Mara had come close to defyingher father to join the order. When the girls had exchanged historiesat their first meeting, Ura had been incredulous, then almost angrythat the daughter of a powerful Lord should take eternal shelterbehind the walls of the order. Mara's heritage meant clan position,powerful allies, an array of well-positioned suitors, and an assuredgood marriage to a son of another powerful house. Her ownsacrifice, as Ura called it, was made so that later generations of girlsin her family would have those things Mara chose to renounce. Notfor the first time Mara wondered if Ura would make a good sister ofthe order. Then, again not for the first time, Mara questioned herown worthiness for the Sisterhood.

 

The gong sounded, deep and rich. Mara closed her eyes amoment, begging for guidance and comfort. Why was she stillplagued with doubts? After eighteen more chimes, family, friends,and the familiar would be forever lost. All her past life would be putbehind, from earliest child's play to a noble daughter's concern overher family's role within the Game of the Council, that never-endingstruggle for dominance which ordered all Tsurani life. Ura wouldbecome her sister, no matter the differences in their heritage, forwithin the Order of Lashima none recognized personal honour orfamily name. There would remain only service to the goddess,through chastity and obedience.

 

The gong rang again, the fifth stroke. Mara peeked up at the altaratop the dais. Framed beneath carved arches, six priests andpriestesses knelt before the statue of Lashima, her countenanceunveiled for the initiation. Dawn shone through the lances windowshigh in the domes, the palest glow reaching like fingers through thehalf-dark temple. The touch of sunrise seemed to caress thegoddess, softening the jewel-like ceremonial candles thatsurrounded her. How friendly the lady looked in morning's blush,Mara thought. The Lady of Wisdom gazed down with a half-smileon her chiselled lips, as if all under her care would be loved andprotected, finding inner peace. Mara prayed this would be true. Theonly priest not upon his knees again rang the gong. Metal caught thesunlight, a splendid burst of gold against the dark curtain thatshrouded the entrance to the inner temple. Then, as the dazzlingbrilliance faded, the gong rang again.

 

Fifteen more times it would be struck. Mara bit her lip, certain thekind goddess would forgive a momentary lapse. Her thoughts werelike flashing lights from broken crystals, dancing about here andthere, never staying long in one place. I'm not very good material forthe Sisterhood, Mara confessed, staring up at the statue. Please havepatience with me, Lady of the Inner Light. Again she glanced at hercompanion; Ura remained still and quiet, eyes closed. Maradetermined to imitate her companion's behaviour outwardly, evenif she couldn't find the appropriate calm within. The gong sounded

once more.

 

Mara sought that hidden centre of her being, her wal, and stroveto put her mind at rest. For a few minutes she found herselfsuccessful. Then the beat of the gong snatched her back to thepresent. Mara shifted her weight slightly, rejecting irritation as shetried to ease her aching arms. She fought an urge to sigh. The innercalm taught by the sisters who had schooled her through hernovitiate again eluded her grasp, though she had laboured at theconvent for six months before being judged worthy of testing herein the Holy City by the priests of the High Temple.

Again the gong was struck, as bold a call as the horn that hadsummoned the Acoma warriors into formation. How brave they allhad looked in their green enamelled armour, especially the officerswith their gallant plumes, on the day they left to fight with theWarlord's forces. Mara worried over the progress of the war uponthe barbarian world, where her father and brother fought. Toomany of the family's forces were committed there. The clan wassplit in its loyalty within the High Council, and since no singlefamily clearly dominated, blood politics bore down heavily uponthe Acoma. The families of the Hadama Clan were united in nameonly, and a betrayal of the Acoma by distant cousins who soughtMinwanabi favour was not outside the realm of possibility. HadMara a voice in her father's counsel, she would have urged aseparation from the War Party, even perhaps an alliance with the

Blue Wheel Party, who feigned interest only in commerce while theyquietly worked to balk the power of the Warlord . . .

Mara frowned. Again her mind had been beguiled by worldly

concerns. She apologized to the goddess, then pushed awaythoughts of the world she was leaving behind.

 

Mara peeked as the gong rang again. The stone features of thegoddess now seemed set in gentle rebuke; virtue began with theindividual, she reminded. Help would come only to those who trulysearched for enlightenment. Mara lowered her eyes.

The gong reverberated and through the dying shiver of harmonicsanother sound intruded, a disturbance wholly out of place.Sandals scuffed upon stone in the antechamber, accompanied bythe dull clank of weapons and armour. Outside the curtain anattending priest challenged in a harsh whisper, 'Stop, warrior! Youmay not enter the inner temple now! It is forbidden!'

Mara stiffened. A chilling prescience passed through her. Beneaththe shelter of the tented headcloth, she saw the priests upon the daisrise up in alarm. They turned to face the intruder, and the gongmissed its beat and fell silent.

 

The High Father Superior moved purposefully towards thecurtain, his brow knotted in alarm. Mara shut her eyes tightly. Ifonly she could plunge the outside world into darkness as easily, thenno one would be able to find her. But the sound of footfalls ceased,replaced by the High Father Superior's voice. 'What cause have youfor this outrage, warrior! You violate a most holy rite.'

A voice rang out. 'We seek the Lady of the Acoma!'

The Lady of tHe Acoma. Like a cold knife plunged into the pit ofher stomach, the words cut through Mara's soul. That one sentenceforever changed her life. Her mind rebelled, screaming denial, butshe willed herself to remain calm. Never would she shame herancestors by a public display of grief. She controlled her voice as sheslowly rose to her feet. 'I am here, Keyoke.'

 

As one, the priests and priestesses watched the High FatherSuperior cross to stand before Mara. The embroidered symbols onhis robes of office flashed fitfully as he beckoned to a priestess, whohastened to his side. Then he looked into Mara's eyes and read thecontained pain hidden there. 'Daughter, it is clear Our Mistress ofWisdom has ordained another path for you. Go with her love and inher grace, Lady of the Acoma.' He bowed slightly.

Mara returned his bow, then surrendered her head covering tothe priestess. Oblivious to Ura's sigh of envy, she turned at last toface the bearer of those tidings which had changed her life.

Just past the curtain, Keyoke, Force Commander of the Acoma,regarded his mistress with weary eyes. He was a battle-scarred oldwarrior, erect and proud despite forty years of loyal service. Hestood poised to step to the girl's side, provide a steadying arm,perhaps even shield her from public view should the strain provetoo much.

 

Poor, ever-loyal Keyoke, Mara thought. This announcement hadnot come easily for him either. She would not disappoint him byshaming her family. Faced with tragedy, she maintained the mannerand dignity required of the Lady of a great house.

Keyoke bowed as his mistress approached. Behind him stood thetall and taciturn Papewaio, his face as always an unreadable mask.The strongest warrior in the Acoma retinue, he served as bothcompanion and body servant to Keyoke. He bowed and held asidethe curtain for Mara as she swept past.

 

Mara heard both fall into step, one on each side, Papewaio onepace behind, correct in form to the last detail. Without words sheled them from the inner temple, under the awning that covered thegarden court separating the inner and outer temples. They enteredthe outer temple, passing between giant sandstone columns thatrose to the ceiling. Down a long hall they marched, past magnificentfrescos depicting tales of the goddess Lashima. Desperatelyattempting to divert the pain that threatened to overwhelm her,Mara remembered the story each picture represented: how thegoddess outwitted Turakamu, the Red God, for the life of a child;how she stayed the wrath of Emperor Inchonlonganbula, saving thecity of Migran from obliteration; how she taught the first scholarthe secret of writing. Mara closed her eyes as they passed herfavourite: how, disguised as a crone, Lashima decided the issuebetween the farmer and his wife. Mara turned her eyes from theseimages, for they belonged to a life now denied her.

All too soon she reached the outer doors. She paused a moment at

the top of the worn marble stairs. The courtyard below held a halfcompany of guards in the bright green armour of the Acoma.Several showed freshly bandaged wounds, but all came to attentionand saluted, fist over heart, as their Lady came into view. Maraswallowed fear: if wounded soldiers stood escort duty, the fightingmust have been brutal indeed. Many brave warriors had died. Thatthe Acoma must show such a sign of weakness made Mara's cheeksburn with anger. Grateful for the temple robe that hid the shaking inher knees, she descended the steps. A litter awaited her at thebottom. A dozen slaves stood silently by until the Lady of theAcoma settled inside. Then Papewaio and Keyoke assumedposition, one on each side. On Keyoke's command, the slavesgrasped the poles and lifted the litter onto sweating shoulders.Veiled by the light, embroidered curtain on either side of the litter,Mara sat stiffly as the soldiers formed up before and after theirmistress.

 

The litter swayed slightly as the slaves started towards the river,threading an efficient course through the throng who travelled thestreets of the Holy City. They moved past carts pulled by sluggish,six-legged needra and were passed in turn by running messengersand trotting porters with bundles held aloft on shoulder or head,hurrying their loads for clients who paid a premium for swiftdelivery.

 

The noise and bustle of commerce beyond the gates jolted Maraafresh; within the shelter of the temple, the shock of Keyoke'sappearance had not fully registered. Now she battled to keep fromspilling tears upon the cushions of the litter as understandingoverwhelmed her. She wanted not to speak, as if silence could hidethe truth. But she was Tsurani, and an Acoma. Cowardice wouldnot change the past, nor forever stave off the future. She took abreath. Then, drawing aside the curtain so she could see Keyoke,she voiced what was never in doubt.

 

'They are both dead.'

 

Keyoke nodded curtly, once. 'Your father and brother were bothordered into a useless assault against a barbarian fortification. Itwas murder.' His features remained impassive, but his voicebetrayed bitterness as he walked at a brisk pace beside his mistress.

The litter jostled as the slaves avoided a wagon piled with jomachfruit. They turned down the street towards the landing by the riverwhile Mara regarded her clenched hands. With focused concentration,she willed her fingers to open and relax. After a long silenceshe said, 'Tell me what happened, Keyoke.'

 

'When the snows on the barbarian world melted we were orderedout, to stand against a possible barbarian assault.' armour creakedas the elderly warrior squared his shoulders, fighting off rememberedfatigue and loss, yet his voice stayed matter-of-fact.

'Soldiers from the barbarian cities of Zun and LaMut were alreadyin the field, earlier than expected. Our runners were dispatched tothe Warlord, camped in the valley in the mountains the barbarianscall the Grey Towers. In the Warlord's absence, his Subcommandergave the order for your father to assault the barbarian position.We -'

 

Mara interrupted. 'This Subcommander, he is of the Minwanabi,is he not?'

 

Keyoke's weathered face showed a hint of approval as if silentlysaying, you're keeping your wits despite grief. 'Yes. The nephew ofLord Jingu of the Minwanabi, his dead brother's only son, Tasaio.'Mara's eyes narrowed as he continued his narrative. 'We weregrossly outnumbered. You father knew this - we all knew it - butyour father kept honour. He followed orders without question. Weattacked. The Subcommander promised to support our right flank,but his troops never materialized. Instead of a coordinated chargewith ours, the Minwanabi warriors held their ground, as ifpreparing for counterattack. Tasaio ordered they should do so.

'But just as we were overwhelmed by a counterattack, supportarrived from the valley, elements of the forces under the banner ofOmechkel and Chimiriko. They had no hint of the betrayal andfought bravely to get us out from under the hooves of thebarbarian's horses. The Minwanabi attacked at this time, as if torepulse the counterattack. They arrived just as the barbariansretreated. To any who had not been there from the start, it wassimply a poor meeting with the barbarian enemy. But the Acomaknow it was Minwanabi treachery.'

 

Mara's eyes narrowed, and her lips tightened; for an instantKeyoke's expression betrayed concern that the girl might shame herfather's memory by weeping before tradition permitted. Butinstead she spoke quietly, her voice controlled fury. 'So my Lord ofthe Minwanabi seized the moment and arranged for my father's

death, despite our alliance within the War Party?'

Keyoke straightened his helm. 'Indeed, my Lady. Jingu of theMinwanabi must have ordered Tasaio to change the Warlord'sinstrUctions. Jingu moves boldly; he would have earned Tasaio theWarlord's wrath and a dishonourable death had our army lost thatposition to the barbarians. But Almecho needs Minwanabi supportin the conquest, and while he is angry with Jingu's nephew, he keepssilent. Nothing was lost. To outward appearances, it was simply astandoff, no victor. But in the Game of the Council, the Minwanabitriumph over the Acoma.' For the first time in her life, Mara heard ahint of emotion in Keyoke's voice. Almost bitterly, he said,'Papewaio and I were spared by your father's command. Heordered us to remain apart with this small company - and chargedus to protect you should matters proceed as they have.' Forcing hisvoice back to its usual brisk tone, he added, 'My Lord Sezu knew heand your brother would likely not survive the day.'

Mara sank back against the cushions, her stomach in knots. Herhead ached and she felt her chest tighten. She took a long, slowbreath and glanced out the opposite side of the litter, to Papewaio,who marched with a studied lack of expression. 'And what do yousay, my brave Pape?' she asked. 'How shall we answer this murdervisited upon our house?'

 

Papewaio absently scratched at the scar on his jaw with his leftthumb, as he often did in times of stress. 'Your will, my Lady.'

The manner of the First Strike Leader of the Acoma wasoutwardly easy, but Mara sensed he wished to be holding his spearand unsheathed sword. For a wild, angry instant Mara consideredimmediate vengeance. At her word, Papewaio would assault theMinwanabi lord in his own chamber, in the midst of his army.Although the warrior would count it an honour to die in the effort,she shunted away the foolish impulse. Neither Papewaio nor anyother wearing the Acoma green could get within a half day's marchof the Minwanabi lord. Besides, loyalty such as his was to bejealously guarded, never squandered.

 

Removed from the scrutiny of the priests, Keyoke studied Maraclosely. She met his gaze and held it. She knew her expression wasgrim and her face drawn and chalky, but she also knew she hadborne up well under the news. Keyoke's gaze returned forward, ashe awaited his mistress's next question or command.

A man's attention, even an old family retainer's, caused Mara totake stock of herself, without illusions, being neither critical norflattering. She was a fair-looking young woman, not pretty,especially when she wrinkled her brow in thought or frowned inworry. But her smile could make her striking - or so a boy had toldher once - and she possessed a certain appealing quality, a spiritedenergy, that made her almost vivacious at times. She was slender

and lithe in movement, and that trim body had caught the eye ofmore than one son of a neighbouring house. Now one of those sonswould likely prove a necessary ally to stem the tide of politicalfortune that threatened to obliterate the Acoma. With her browneyes half-closed, she considered the awesome responsibility thrustupon her. She realized, with a sinking feeling, that the commoditiesof womankind - beauty, wit, charm, allure- must all now be put touse in the cause of the Acoma, along with whatever nativeintelligence the gods had granted her. She fought down the fear thather gifts were insufficient for the task; then, before she knew it, shewas recalling the faces of her father and brother. Grief rose upwithin her, but she forced it back deep. Sorrow must keep untillater.

 

Softly Mara said, 'We have much to talk of, Keyoke, but nothere.' In the press of city traffic, enemies might walk on every side,spies, assassins, or informants in disguise. Mara closed her eyesagainst the terrors of imagination and the real world both. 'We shallspeak when only ears loyal to the Acoma may overhear.' Keyokegrunted acknowledgement. Mara silently thanked the gods that hehad been spared. He was a rock, and she would need such as he ather side.

 

Exhausted, Mara settled back into the cushions. She must riseabove grief to ponder. Her father's most powerful enemy, LordJingu of the Minwanabi, had almost succeeded in gaining one of hislife's ambitions: the obliteration of the Acoma. The blood feudbetween the Acoma and Minwanabi had existed for generations,and while neither house had managed to gain the upper hand, fromtime to time one or the other had to struggle to protect itself. Butnow the Acoma had been gravely weakened, and the Minwanabiwere at the height of their power, rivalling even the Warlord'sfamily in strength. Jingu was already served by vassals, first amongthem the Lord of the Kehotara, whose power equalled that ofMara's father. And as the star of the Minwanabi rose higher, more

would ally with him.

 

For a long while Mara lay behind the fluttering curtains, to allappearances asleep. Her situation was bitterly clear. All thatremained between the Lord of the Minwanabi and his goal washerself, a young girl who had been but ten chimes from becoming asister of Lashima. That realization left a taste in her mouth like ash.

Now, if she were to survive long enough to regain family honour,she must consider her resources and plot and plan, and enter theGame of the Council; and somehow she must find a way to thwartthe will of the Lord of one of the Five Great Families of the Empireof Tsuranuanni.

 

Mara blinked and forced herself awake. She had dozed fitfully whilethe litter travelled the busy streets of Kentosani, the Holy City, hermind seeking relief from the stress of the day. Now the litter rockedgently as it was lowered to the docks.

 

Mara peeked through the curtains, too numb to find pleasure inthe bustle of the throngs upon the dockside. When she had firstarrived in the Holy City, she had been enthralled by the multicoloureddiversity found in the crowd, with people from everycorner of the Empire upon every hand. The simple sight ofhousehold barges from cities up and down the river Gagajin haddelighted her. Bedecked with banners, they rocked at their mooringslike proudly plumed birds amid barnyard fowl as busycommercial barges and traders' boats scurried about them. Everything,the sights, the sounds, the smells, had been so different fromher father's estates - her estates now, she corrected herself. Torn bythat recognition, Mara hardly noticed the slaves who toiled in theglaring sun, their sweating, near-naked bodies dusted with grime asthey loaded bundled goods aboard the river barges. This time shedid not blush as she had when she had first passed this way in thecompany of the sisters of Lashima. Male nudity had been nothingnew to her; as a child she had played near the soldiers' commonswhile the men bathed and for years she had swam with her brotherand friends in the lake above the needra meadow. But seeing nakedmen after she had renounced the world of flesh seemed somehow tohave made a difference. Being commanded to look away by theattending sister of Lashima had made her want to peek all the more.That day she had to will herself not to stare at the lean, muscledbodies.

 

But today the bodies of the slaves failed to fascinate, as did thecries of the beggars who called down the blessings of the gods onany who chose to share a coin with the less fortunate. Mara ignoredthe rivermen, who sauntered by with the swaggering gait of thosewho spent their lives upon the water, secretly contemptuous of land

.,

 

dwellers, their voices loud and edged with rough humour. Everythingseemed less colourful, less vivid, less captivating, as shelooked through eyes suddenly older, less given to seeing withwonder and awe. Now every sunlit facade cast a dark shadow. Andin those shadows enemies plotted.

 

Mara left her litter quickly. Despite the white robe of a novice ofLashima, she bore herself with the dignity expected of the Lady ofthe Acoma. She kept her eyes forward as she moved towards thebarge that would take her downriver, to Sulan-Qu. Papewaiocleared a path for her, roughly shoving common workers aside.Other soldiers moved nearby, brightly coloured guardians whoconducted their masters from the barges to the city. Keyoke kept awary eye upon them as he hovered near Mara's side while theycrossed the dock.

 

As her officers ushered her up the gangplank, Mara wished for adark, quiet place in which to confront her own sorrow. But theinstant she set foot upon the deck, the barge master hustled to meether. His short red and purple robe seemed jarringly bright after thesombre dress of the priests and sisters in the convent. Jade trinketsclinked on his wrists as he bowed obsequiously and offered hisillustrious passenger the finest accommodation his humble bargepermitted, a pile of cushions under a central canopy, hung round bygauzy curtains. Mara allowed the fawning to continue until she hadbeen seated, courtesy requiring such lest the man unduly lose face.Once settled, she let silence inform the barge master his presencewas no longer required. Finding an indifferent audience to hisbabble, the man let fall the thin curtain, leaving Mara a tiny bit ofprivacy at last. Keyoke and Papewaio sat opposite, while thehousehold guards surrounded the canopy, their usual alertnessunderscored by a grim note of battle-ready tension.

Seeming to gaze at the swirling water, Mara said, 'Keyoke, whereis my father's . . . my own barge? And my maids?'

The old warrior said, 'The Acoma barge is at the dock in SulanQu,my Lady. I judged a night encounter with soldiers of theMinwanabi or their allies less likely if we used a public barge. Thechance of surviving witnesses might help discourage assault by

enemies disguised as bandits. And should difficulty visit us, I fearedyour maids might prove a hindrance.' Keyoke's eyes scanned thedocks while he spoke. 'This craft will tie up at night with otherbarges, so we will never be upon the river alone.'

Mara nodded, letting her eyes close a long second. Softly she said,'Very well.' She had wished for privacy, something impossible tofind on this public barge, but Keyoke's concerns were well founded.

Lord Jingu might sacrifice an entire company of soldiers todestroy the last of the Acoma, certain he could throw enough men atMara's guards to overwhelm them. But he would do so only if hecould assure himself of success, then feign ignorance of the actbefore the other Lords of the High Council. Everyone who playedthe Game of the Council would deduce who had authored suchslaughter, but the forms must always be observed. One escapedtraveller, one Minwanabi guard recognized, one chance remarkoverheard by a poleman on a nearby barge, and Jingu would beundone. To have his part in such a venal ambush revealed publiclywould lose him much prestige in the council, perhaps signalling toone of his 'loyal' allies that he was losing control. Then he couldhave as much to fear from his friends as from his enemies. Such wasthe nature of the Game of the Council. Keyoke's choice ofconveyance might prove as much a deterrent to treachery as ahundred more men-at-arms.

 

The barge master's voice cut the air as he shouted for the slaves tocast off the dock lines. A thud and a bump, and suddenly the bargewas moving, swinging away from the dock into the sluggish swirl ofthe current. Mara lay back, judging it acceptable now to outwardlyrelax. Slaves poled the barge along, their thin, sun-browned bodiesmoving in time, coordinated by a simple chant.

'Keep her to the middle,' sang out the tillerman.

'Don't hit the shore,' answered the polemen.

 

The chant settled into a rhythm, and the tillerman began to addsimple lyrics, all in tempo. 'I know an ugly woman!' he shouted.

'Don't hit the shore!'

 

'Her tongue cuts like a knife!'

 

'Don't hit the shore!'

 

'Got drunk one summer's evening!'

 

'Don't hit the shore!'

 

'And took her for my wife!'

 

The silly song soothed Mara and she let her thoughts drift. Herfather had argued long and hotly against her taking vows. Now,

when apologies were no longer possible, Mara bitterly regrettedhow close she had come to open defiance; her father had relentedonly because his love for his only daughter had been greater than hisdesire for a suitable political marriage. Their parting had beenstormy. Lord Sezu of the Acoma could be like a harulth - the giantpredator most feared by herdsmen and hunters - in full battle frenzywhen facing his enemies, but he had never been able to deny hisdaughter, no matter how unreasonable her demands. While neveras comfortable with her as he had been with her brother, still he hadindulged her all her life, and only her nurse, Nacoya, had taken firmrein over her childhood.

 

Mara closed her eyes. The barge afforded a small measure ofsecurity, and she could now hide in the dark shelter of sleep; thoseoutside the curtains of this tiny pavilion would only think herfleeing the boredom of a lengthy river journey. But rest provedelusive as memories returned of the brother she had loved like thebreath in her lungs, Lanokota of the flashing dark eyes and readysmile for his adoring little sister. Lano who ran faster than thewarriors in his father's house, and who won in the summer games atSulan-Qu three years in a row, a feat unmatched since. Lano alwayshad time for Mara, even showing her how to wrestle - bringingdown her nurse Nacoya's wrath for involving a girl in such anunladylike pastime. And always Lano had a stupid joke - usuallydirty - to tell his little sister to make her laugh and blush. Had shenot chosen the contemplative life, Mara knew any suitor wouldhave been measured against her brother . . . Lano, whose merrylaughter would no more echo through the night as they sat in thehall sharing supper. Even their father, stern in all ways, would

smile, unable to resist his son's infectious humour. While Mara hadrespected and admired her father, she had loved her brother, andnow grief came sweeping over her.

 

Mara forced her emotions back. This was not the place; she mustnot mourn until later. Turning to the practical, she said to Keyoke,'Were my father's and brother's bodies recovered?'

With a bitter note, Keyoke said, 'No, my Lady, they were not.'

Mara bit her lip. There would be no ashes to inter in the sacredgrove. Instead she must choose a relic of her father's and brother's,one favourite possession of each, to bury beside the sacred natami therock that contained the Acoma family's soul - that their spirits

could find their way back to Acoma ground, to find peace besidetheir ancestors until the Wheel of Life turned anew. Mara closed hereyes again, half from emotional fatigue, half to deny tears.Memories jarred her to consciousness as she unsuccessfully tried torest. Then, after some hours, the rocking of the barge, the singing ofthe tillerman, and the answering chant of the slaves becamefamiliar. Her mind and body fell into an answering rhythm and sherelaxed. The warmth of the day and the quietness of the river at lastconspired to lull Mara into a deep sleep.

 

The barge docked at Sulan-Qu under the topaz light of daybreak.Mist rose in coils off the river, while shops and stalls by thewaterfront opened screened shutters in preparation for market.Keyoke acted swiftly to disembark Mara's litter while the streetswere still free of the choking press of commerce; soon carts andporters, shoppers and beggars would throng the commercialboulevards. In scant minutes the slaves were ready. Still clad in thewhite robes of Lashima's sisterhood - crumpled from six days' use Maraclimbed wearily into her litter. She settled back againstcushions stylized with her family's symbol, the shatra bird,embroidered into the material, and realized how much she dreadedher return home. She could not imagine the airy spaces of the greathouse empty of Lano's boisterous voice, or the floor mats in thestudy uncluttered with the scrolls left by her father when he weariedof reading reports. Mara smiled faintly, recalling her father'sdistaste for business, despite the fact he was skilled at it. Hepreferred matters of warfare, the games, and politics, but sheremembered his saying that everything required money, andcommerce must never be neglected.

 

Mara allowed herself an almost audible sigh as the litter washoisted. She wished the curtains provided more privacy as sheendured the gazes of peasants and workers upon the streets at firstlight. From atop vegetable carts and behind booths where goodswere being arrayed, they watched the great lady and her retinuesweep by. Worn from constantly guarding her appearance, Maraendured the jostling trip through streets that quickly becamecrowded. She lapsed into brooding, outwardly alert, but inwardlyoblivious to the usually diverting panorama of the city.

Screens on the galleries overhead were withdrawn as merchants

displayed wares above the buyers. When haggling ended, the agreedprice was pulled up in baskets, then the goods lowered. Licensedprostitutes were still asleep, so every fifth or sixth gallery remainedshuttered.

 

Mara smiled slightly, remembering the first time she had seen theladies of the Reed Life. The prostitutes showed themselves upon thegalleries as they had for generations, robes left in provocativedisarray as they fanned themselves in the ever present city heat. Allthe women had been beautiful, their faces painted with lovelycolours and their hair bound up in regal style. Even the skimpyrobes were of the costliest weave, with fine embroidery. Mara hadvoiced a six-year-old girl's delight at the image. She had thenannounced to all within earshot that when she grew up she wouldbe just like the ladies in the galleries. This was the only time in herlife she had seen her father rendered speechless. Lano had teased herabout the incident until the morning she left for the temple. Now hisplayful jibes would embarrass her no further.

 

Saddened nearly to tears, Mara turned from memory. She soughtdiversion outside her litter, where clever hawkers sold wares fromwheelbarrows at corners, beggars accosted passersby with tales ofmisery, jugglers offered antics, and merchants presented rare,beautiful silk as they passed. But all failed to shield her mind from

pain.

 

The market fell behind and they left the city. Beyond the walls ofSulan-Qu, cultivated fields stretched towards a line of bluishmountains on the horizon; the Kyamaka range was not so rugged orso high as the great High Wall to the north, but the valleys remainedwild enough to shelter bandits and outlaws.

 

The road to Mara's estates led through a swamp that resisted allattempts to drain it. Here her bearers muttered complaints as theywere plagued by insects. A word from Keyoke brought silence.

Then the road passed through a stand of ngaggi trees, their largelower branches a green-blue canopy of shade. The travellers movedon into hillier lands, crossing over brightly painted bridges, as thestreams that fed the swamp continually interrupted every road builtby man. They came to a prayer gate, a brightly painted arch erected

by some man of wealth as thanks to the gods for a blessing granted.As they passed under the arch, each traveller generated a silentprayer of thanks and received a small blessing in return. And as theprayer arch fell behind, mara considered she would need all thegrace the gods were willing to grant in the days to come, if theAcoma were to survive.

 

The party left the highway, turning towards their final destination.Shatra birds foraged in the thyza paddies, eating insects and grubs,stooped over like old men. Because the flocks helped ensure a goodharvest, the silly-looking creatures were considered a sign of goodluck. So the Acoma had coUnted them, making the shatra symbolthe centrepiece of their houSe crest. Mara found no humour in thefamiliar sight of the shatra birds, with their stilt legs and evermoving pointed ears, finding instead deep apprehension, for thebirds and workers signalled she had reached Acoma lands.

The bearers picked up stride. Oh, how Mara wished they wouldslacken pace, or turn around and carry her elsewhere. But herarrival had been noticed by the workers who gathered faggots in thewoodlands between the fieldS and the meadow near the great house.Some shouted or waved as they walked stooped under bundles ofwood loaded on their backS and secured with a strap across theirforeheads. There was warmth in their greeting, and despite thecause of her return they deServed more than aloofness from theirnew mistress.

 

Mara pulled herself erect, smiling slightly and nodding. Aroundher spread her estates, last seen with the expectation she wouldnever return. The hedges, the trimmed fields, and the neatoutbuildings that housed the workers were unchanged. But then,she thought, her absence had been less than a year.

The litter passed the needra meadows. The midday air was rentby the herds' plaintive lowing and the 'hut-hut-hut, cry of theherdsman as they waved goading sticks and moved the animalstowards the pens where theY would be examined for parasites.Mara regarded the cows aS they grazed, the sun making their greyhides look tawny. A few lifted blunt snouts as stocky bull calvesfeinted charges, then scampered away on six stumpy legs to shelterbehind their mothers. To Mara it seemed some asked when Lanowould return to play his wild tricks on the ill-tempered breedingbulls. The pain of her losses increased the closer she came to home.Mara put on a brave face as the litter bearers turned along the wide,tree-lined lane that led to the heart of the estate.

Ahead lay the large central house, constructed of beams andpaper-thin screens, slid back to open the interior to any breezes inthe midday heat. Mara felt her breath catch. No dogs sprawledamong the akasi flowers, tongues lolling and tails wagging as theywaited for the Lord of the Acoma to return. In his absence they werealways kennelled; now that absence was permanent. Yet home,desolate and empty though it seemed without the presence of lovedones, meant privacy. Soon Mara could retire to the sacred grove andloose the sorrow she had pent up through seven weary days.

As the litter and retinue passed a barracks house, the soldiers ofher home garrison fell into formation along her line of travel. Theirarmour was polished, their weapons and trappings faultlessly neat,yet beside Keyoke's and Papewaio's, OnlY one other officer's plumewas in evidence. Mara felt a chill stab at her heart and glanced atKeyoke. 'Why so few warriors, Force Commander? Where are theothers ?'

 

Keyoke kept his eyes forward, ignoring the dust that clung to hislacquered armour and the sweat that dripped beneath his helm.Stiffly he said, 'Those who were capable returned, Lady.'

Mara closed her eyes, unable to disguise her shock. Keyoke'ssimple statement indicated that almost two thousand soldiers haddied beside her father and brother. ManY of them had been retainerswith yearS of faithful service, some having stood guard at Mara'scrib side. Most had followed fathers and grandfathers into Acomaservice.

 

Numbed and speechless, Mara cOunted those soldiers standing information and added their numbers to those who had travelled asbodyguards. Thirty-seven warriors remained in her service, a pitifulfraction of the garrison her father had once commanded. Of thetwenty-five hundred warriors to wear acoma green, five hundredwere dedicated to guarding outlying Acoma holdings in distantcities and provinces. Three hundred had already been lost beyond

the rift in the war against the barbarian's before this last campaign.Now, where two thousand soldiers had served at the height ofAcoma power, the heart of the estate was protected by fewer thanfifty men. Mara shook her head in sOrrow. Many women besidesherself mourned losses beyond the rift. Despair filled her heart asshe realized the Acoma forces were too few to withstand anyassault' even an attack by bandits, should a bold band raid from themountains. But Mara also knew why Keyoke had placed the estateat risk to bring such a large portion - twenty-four out of thirtyseven ofthe surviving warriors to guard her. Any spies of theMinwanabi must not be allowed to discover just how weak theAcoma were. Hopelessness settled over her like a smotheringblanket.

 

'Why didn't you tell me sooner, Keyoke?' But only silenceanswered. By that Mara knew. Her faithful Force Commander hadfeared that such news might break her if delivered all at once. Andthat could not be permitted. Too many Acoma soldiers had died forher to simply give up to despair. If hopelessness overwhelmed her,their sacrifice in the name of Acoma honour became a mockery,their death a waste. Thrust headlong into the Game of the Council,Mara needed every shred of wit and cunning she possessed to avoidthe snares of intrigue that lay in wait for her inexperienced feet. Thetreachery visited upon her house would not end until, unschooledand alone, she had defeated the Lord of the Minwanabi and hisminions.

 

The slaves halted in the dooryard. Mara drew a shaking breath.Head high, she forced herself to step from the litter and enter thescrolled arches of the portico that lined the perimeter of the house.Mara waited while Keyoke dismissed the litter and gave orders toher escort. Then, as the last soldier saluted, she turned and met thebow of the hadonra, her estate manager. The man was new to hispost, his squint-eyed countenance unfamiliar to Mara. But besidehim stood the tiny, wizened presence of Nacoya, the nurse who hadraised Mara from childhood. Other servants waited beyond.

The impact of the change struck Mara once again. For the firsttime in her life, she could not fly into the comfort of the ancientwoman's arms. As Lady of the Acoma, she must nod formally andwalk past, leaving Nacoya and the hadonra to follow her up thewooden steps into the shady dimness of the great house. Today shemust bear up and pretend not to notice the painful reflection of herown sorrow in Nacoya's eyes. Mara bit her lip slightly, thenstopped herself. That nervous habit had brought Nacoya's scoldingon many occasions. Instead the girl took a breath, and entered thehouse of her father. The missing echoes of his footfalls upon thepolished wooden floor filled her with loneliness.

'Lady?'

Mara halted, clenched hands hidden in the crumpled white of herrobe. 'What is it?'

 

The hadonra spoke again. 'Welcome home, my Lady,' he addedin formal greeting. 'I am Jican, Lady.'

 

Softly Mara said, 'What has become of Sotamu?'

Jican glanced down. 'He wasted in grief, my Lady, following hisLord into death.'

 

Mara could only nod once and resume her progress to herquarters. She was not surprised to learn that the old hadonra hadrefused to eat or drink after Lord Sezu's death. Since he was anelderly man, it must have taken only a few days for him to die.Absently she wondered who had presumed to appoint Jicanhadonra in his stead. As she turned to follow one of the large hallsthat flanked a central garden, Nacoya said, 'My Lady, your quartersare across the garden.'

 

Mara barely managed another nod. Her personal belongingswould all have been moved to her father's suite, the largest in thebuilding.

 

She moved woodenly, passing the length of the square gardenthat stood at the heart of every Tsurani great house. The carvedwooden grillework that enclosed the balcony walkways above, theflower beds, and the fountain under the trees in the courtyardseemed both familiar and inescapably strange after the stonearchitecture of the temples. Mara continued until she stood beforethe door to her father's quarters. Painted upon the screen was abattle scene, a legendary struggle won by the Acoma over another,long-forgotten, enemy. The hadonra, Jican, slid aside the door.

Mara faltered a moment. The jolt of seeing her own belongings in

her father's room nearly overcame her control, as if this room itselfhad somehow betrayed her. And with that odd distress came thememory: the last time she had stepped over this threshold had beenon the night she argued with her father. Though she was usually aneven-tempered and obedient child, that one time her temper hadmatched his.

 

Mara moved woodenly forward. She stepped onto the slightlyraised dais, sank down onto the cushions, and waved away themaids who waited upon her needs. Keyoke, Nacoya, and Jican thenentered and bowed formally before her. Papewaio remained at thedoor, guarding the entrance from the garden.

In hoarse tones Mara said, 'I wish to rest. The journey was tiring.Leave now.' The maids left the room at once, but the three retainersall hesitated. Mara said, 'What is it?'

 

Nacoya answered, 'There is much to be done- much that maynot wait, Mara-anni.'

 

The use of the diminutive of her name was intended in kindness,but to Mara it became a symbol of all she had lost. She bit her lip asthe hadonra said, 'My Lady, many things have gone neglected since. . . your father's death. Many decisions must be made soon.'

Keyoke nodded. 'Lady, your upbringing is lacking for one whomust rule a great house. You must learn those things we taughtLanokota.'

 

Miserable with memories of the rage she had exchanged with herfather the night before she had left, Mara was stung by the reminderthat her brother was no longer heir. Almost pleading, she said, 'Notnow. Not yet.'

 

Nacoya said, 'Child, you must not fail your name. You -'

Mara's voice rose, thick with emotions held too long in check. 'Isaid not yet! I have not observed a time of mourning! I will hear youafter I have been to the sacred grove.' The last was said with adraining away of anger, as if the little flash was all the energy shecould muster. 'Please,' she added softly.

 

Ready to retire, Jican stepped back, absently plucking at hislivery. He glanced at Keyoke and Nacoya, yet both of them heldtheir ground. The Force Commander said, 'Lady, you must listen.Soon our enemies will move to destroy us. The Lord of theMinwanabi and the Lord of the Anasati both think House Acomadefeated. Neither should know you did not take final vows for a fewdays more, but we cannot be sure of that. Spies may already havecarried word that you have returned; if so, your enemies are evennow plotting to finish this house once and finally. Responsibilitiescannot be put off. You must master a great deal in a short time ifthere is to be any hope of survival for the Acoma. The name andhonour of your family are now in your hands.'

 

Mara tilted her chin in a manner unchanged from her childhood.She whispered, 'Leave me alone.'

 

Nacoya stepped to the dais. 'Child, listen to Keyoke. Our enemiesare made bold by our loss, and you've no time for self-indulgence.The education you once received to become the wife of some otherhousehold's son is inadequate for a Ruling Lady.'

Mara's voice rose, tension making the blood sing in her ears. 'Idid not ask to be Ruling Lady!' Dangerously close to tears, she usedanger to keep from breaking. 'Until a week ago, I was to be a sisterof Lashima, all I wished for in this life! If the Acoma honour mustrely upon me for revenge against the Minwanabi, if I need counseland training, all will wait until I have visited the sacred grove anddone reverence to the memories of the slain!'

 

Keyoke glanced at Nacoya, who nodded. The young Lady of theAcoma was near breaking, and must be deferred to, but the oldnurse was ready to deal with even that. She said, 'All is prepared foryou in the grove. I have presumed to choose your father'sceremonial sword to recall his spirit, and Lanokota's manhood robeto recall his.' Keyoke motioned to where the two objects lay atop arichly embroidered cushion.

 

Seeing the sword her father wore at festivals and the robepresented to her brother during his ceremony of manhood wasmore than the exhausted, grief-stricken girl could bear. With tearsrising, she said, 'Leave me!'

 

The three hesitated, though to disobey the Lady of the Acomawas to risk punishment even unto death. The hadonra was first toturn and quit his mistress's quarters. Keyoke followed, but asNacoya turned to go, she repeated, 'Child, all is ready in the grove.'Then slowly she slid the great door closed.

 

Alone at last, Mara allowed the tears to stream down her cheeks.Yet she held her sobbing in check as she rose and picked up thecushion with the sword and robe upon it.

 

The ceremony of mourning was a private thing; only familymight enter the contemplation glade. But under more normalcircumstances, a stately procession of servants and retainers wouldhave marched with surviving family members as far as the blockinghedge before the entrance. Instead a single figure emerged from therear door of her quarters. Mara carried the cushion gently, herwhite robe wrinkled and dirty where the hem dragged in the dust.

Even deaf and blind she would have remembered the way. Herfeet knew the path, down to the last stone fisted into the gnarled ulotree root beside the ceremonial gate. The thick hedge that surroundedthe grove shielded it from observation. Only the Acomamight walk here, save a priest of Chochocan when consecrating thegrove or the gardener who tended the shrubs and flowers. Ablocking hedge faced the gate, preventing anyone outside frompeering within.

 

Mara entered and hurried to the centre of the grove. There, amida sculptured collection of sweet-blossomed fruit trees, a tiny streamflowed through the sacred pool. The rippled surface reflected theblue-green of the sky through curtains of overhanging branches. Atwater's edge a large rock sat embedded in the soil, worn smooth byages of exposure to the elements; the shatra bird of the Acoma wasonce carved deeply on its surface, but now the crest was barelyvisible. This was the family's natami, the sacred rock that embodiedthe spirit of the Acoma. Should the day come when the Acoma wereforced to flee these lands, this one most revered possession would becarried away and all who bore the name would die protecting it. Forshould the natami fall into the hands of any other, the family wouldbe no more. Mara glanced at the far hedge. There three natamitaken by Acoma ancestors were interred under a slab, inverted sotheir carved crests would never see sunlight again. Mara's forebearshad obliterated three families in the Game of the Council. Now herown stood in peril of joining them.

 

Next to the stone a hole had been dug, the damp soil piled to oneside. Mara placed the cushion with her father's sword and herbrother's robe within. With bare hands she pushed the earth backinto the hole, patting it down, unmindful as she soiled her whiterobe.

 

Then she sat back on her heels, caught by the sudden compulsionto laugh. A strange, detached giddiness washed over her and she feltalarm. Despite this being the appointed place, tears and pain so longheld in check seemed unwilling to come.

 

She took a breath and stifled the laughter. Her mind flashedimages and she felt hot flushes rush up her breasts, throat, andcheeks. The ceremony must continue, despite her strange feelings.

Beside the pool rested a small vial, a faintly smoking brazier, atiny dagger, and a clean white gown. Mara lifted the vial andremoved the stopper. She poured fragrant oils upon the pool,sending momentary shimmers of fractured light across its surface.Softly she said, 'Rest, my father. Rest, my brother. Come to yourhome soil and sleep with our ancestors.'

 

She laid the vial aside and with a jerk ripped open the bodice ofher robe. Despite the heat, chill bumps roughened her small breastsas the breeze struck suddenly exposed, damp skin. She reached upand again ripped her gown, as ancient traditions were followed.With the second tear she cried out, a halfhearted sound, little betterthan a whimper. Tradition demanded the show of loss before herancestors.

 

Again she tore her robe, ripping it from her left shoulder so ithung half to her waist. But the shout that followed held more angerat her loss than sorrow. With her left hand she reached up and toreher gown from her right shoulder. This time her sob was fullthroatedas pain erupted from the pit of her stomach.

 

Traditions whose origins were lost in time at last triggered arelease. All the torment she had held in check came forth, rushing upfrom her groin through her stomach and chest to issue from hermouth as a scream. The sound of a wounded animal rang in theglade as Mara gave full vent to her anger, revulsion, torment andloss.

 

Shrieking with sorrow, nearly blinded with tears, she plunged herhand into the almost extinguished brazier. Ignoring the pain of thefew hot cinders there, she smeared the ashes across her breasts anddown her exposed stomach. This symbolized that her heart wasashes, and again sobs racked her body as her mind sought finalrelease from the horror left by the murder of her father, brother, andhundreds of loyal warriors. Her left hand shot out and grabbed dirtfrom beside the natami. She smeared the damp soil in her hair andstruck her head with her fist. She was one with Acoma soil, and tothat soil she would return, as would the spirits of the slain.

Now she struck her thigh with her fist, chanting the words ofmourning, almost unintelligible through her crying. Rocking backand forth upon her knees, she wailed in sorrow.

Then she seized the tiny metal dagger, a family heirloom ofimmense value, used only for this ceremony over the ages. She drewthe blade from its sheath and cut herself across the left arm, the hotpain a counterpoint to the sick ache in her chest.

She held the small wound over the pool, letting drops of blood fallto mix with the water, as tradition dictated. Again she tore at herrobe, ripping all but a few tatters from her body. Naked but for aloincloth, she cast the rags away with a strangled cry. Pulling herhair, forcing pain to cleanse her grief, she chanted ancient words,calling her ancestors to witness her bereavement. Then she threwherself across the fresh soil over the place of interment and restedher head upon the family natami.

 

With the ceremony now complete, Mara's grief flowed like thewater streaming from the pool, carrying her tears and blood to theriver, thence to the distant sea. As mourning eased away pain, theceremony would eventually cleanse her, but now was the momentof private grief when tears and weeping brought no shame. AndMara descended into grief as wave after wave of sorrow issued fromthe deepest reservoir within her soul.

 

A sound intruded, a rustling of leaves as if someone movedthrough the tree branches above her. Caught up in grief, Marabarely noticed, even when a dark figure dropped to land next to her.Before she could open her eyes, powerful fingers yanked on her hair.Mara's head snapped back. Jolted by a terrible current of fear, shestruggled, half glimpsing a man in black robes behind her. Then ablow to the face stunned her. Her hair was released and a cord waspassed over her head. Instinctively she grabbed at it. Her fingerstangled in the loop that should have killed her in seconds, but as theman tightened the garrotte, her palm prevented the knot in thecentre from crushing her windpipe. Still she couldn't breathe. Herattempt to shout for aid was stifled. She tried to roll away, but herassailant jerked upon the cord and held her firmly in check. Awrestler's kick learned from her brother earned her a mockinghalf-laugh, half-grunt. Despite her skill, Mara was no match for theassassin.

 

The cord tightened, cutting painfully into her hand and neck.Mara gasped for breath, but none came and her lungs burned.Struggling like a fish on a gill line, she felt the man haul her upright.Only her awkward grip on the cord kept her neck from breaking.Mara's ears sang from the pounding of her own blood within. Sheclawed helplessly with her free hand. Her fingers tangled in cloth.She yanked, but was too weak to overbalance the man. Through aroar like surf, she heard the man's laboured breathing as he liftedher off the ground. Then, defeated by lack of air, her spirit felldownwards into darkness.

 

Evaluations

 

Mara felt wetness upon her face.

 

Through the confusion of returning senses, she realized Papewaiowas gently cradling her head in the crook of his arm as he moistenedher face with a damp rag. Mara opened her mouth to speak, but herthroat constricted. She coughed, then swallowed hard against theache of injured neck muscles. She blinked, and struggled to organizeher thoughts; but she knew only that her neck and throat hurtterribly and the sky above looked splendid beyond belief, its bluegreendepths appearing to fade into the infinite. Then she moved herright hand; pain shot across her palm, jolting her to full memory.

Almost inaudibly she said, 'The assassin?'

 

Papewaio inclined his head toward something sprawled by thereflecting pool. 'Dead.'

 

Mara turned to look, ignoring the discomfort of her injuries. Thecorpse of the killer lay on one side, the fingers of one hand trailing inwater discoloured with blood. He was short, reed-thin, of almostdelicate build, and clad simply in a black robe and calf-lengthtrousers. His hood and veil had been pulled aside, revealing asmooth, boyish face marked by a blue tattoo upon his left cheek - ahamoi flower stylized to six concentric circles of wavy lines. Bothhands were dyed red to the wrists. Mara shuddered, still stingingfrom the violence of those hands upon her flesh.

Papewaio helped her to her feet. He tossed away the rag, tornfrom her rent garment, and handed her the white robe intended forthe end of the ceremony. Mara clothed herself, ignoring the stainsher injured hands made upon the delicately embroidered material.At her nod, Papewaio escorted her from the glade.

Mara followed the path, its familiarity no longer a comfort. Thecruel bite of the stranger's cord had forced her to recognize that her

enemies could reach even to the heart of the Acoma estates. Thesecurity of her childhood was forever gone. The dark hedgessurrounding the glade now seemed a haven for assassins, and theshade beneath the wide limbs of the ulo tree carried a chill. Rubbingthe bruised and bloody flesh of her right hand, Mara restrained animpulse to bolt in panic. Though terrified like a thyza bird at theshadow of a golden killwing as it circles above, she stepped throughthe ceremonial gate with some vestige of the decorum expected ofthe Ruling Lady of a great house.

 

Nacoya and Keyoke waited just outside, with the estate gardenerand two of his assistants. None spoke but Keyoke, who said only,'What?'

 

Papewaio replied with grim brevity. 'As you thought. An assassinwaited. Hamoi tong.'

 

Nacoya extended her arms, gathering Mara into hands that hadsoothed her hurts since childhood, yet for the first time Mara foundlittle reassurance. With a voice still croaking from her nearstrangulation, she said, 'Hamoi tong, Keyoke?'

'The Red Hands of the Flower Brotherhood, My Lady. Hiredmurderers of no clan, fanatics who believe to kill or be killed is to besanctified by Turakamu, that death is the only prayer the god willhear. When they accept a commission they vow to kill their victimsor die in the attempt.' He paused, while the gardener made aninstinctive sign of protection: the Red God was feared. With acynical note, Keyoke observed, 'Yet many in power understand thatthe Brotherhood will offer their unique prayer only when the tonghas been paid a rich fee.' His voice fell to almost a mutter as headded, 'And the Hamoi are very accommodating as to whose soulshall offer that prayer to Turakamu.'

 

'Why had I not been told of these before?'

 

'They are not part of the normal worship of Turakamu, mistress.It is not the sort of thing fathers speak of to daughters who are notheirs.' Nacoya's voice implied reprimand.

 

Though it was now too late for recriminations, Mara said, 'Ibegin to see what you meant about needing to discuss many thingsright away.' Expecting to be led away, Mara began to turn towardher quarters. But the old woman held her; too shaken to question,Mara obeyed the cue to remain.

 

Papewaio stepped away from the others, then dropped to oneknee in the grass. The shadow of the ceremonial gate darkened hisface, utterly hiding his expression as he drew his sword and reversedit, offering the weapon hilt first to Mara. 'Mistress, I beg leave totake my life with the blade.'

 

For a long moment Mara stared uncomprehendingly. 'What areyou asking?'

 

'I have trespassed into the Acoma contemplation glade, myLady.'

 

Overshadowed by the assassination attempt, the enormity ofPapewaio's act had not registered upon Mara until this instant. Hehad entered the glade to save her, despite the knowledge that such atransgression would earn him a death sentence without appeal.

As Mara seemed unable to respond, Keyoke tried delicately toelaborate on Pape's appeal. 'You ordered Jican, Nacoya, and myselfnot to accompany you to the glade, Lady. Papewaio was notmentioned. He hid himself near the ceremonial gate; at the sound ofa struggle he sent the gardener to fetch us, then entered.'

The Acoma Force Commander granted his companion a raredisplay of affection; for an instant the corners of his mouth turnedup, as if he acknowledged victory after a difficult battle. Then hishint of a smile vanished. 'Each one of us knew such an attempt uponyou was only a matter of time. It is unfortunate that the assassinchose this place; Pape knew the price of entering the glade.'

Keyoke's message to Mara was clear: Papewaio had affrontedMara's ancestors by entering the glade, earning himself a deathsentence. But not to enter would have entailed a fate far worse. Had

the last Acoma died, every man and woman Papewaio counted afriend would have become houseless persons, little better thanslaves or outlaws. No warrior could do other than Papewaio haddone; his life was pledged to Acoma honour. Keyoke was tellingMara that Pape had earned a warrior's death, upon the blade, forchoosing life for his mistress and all those he loved at the cost of hisown life. But the thought of the staunch warrior dying as a result ofher own naivete was too much for Mara. Reflexively she said, 'No.'

Assuming this to mean he was denied the right to die withoutshame, Papewaio bent his head. Black hair veiled his eyes as heflipped his sword, neatly, with no tremor in his hands, and drove theblade into the earth at his Lady's feet. Openly regretful, thegardener signalled his two assistants. Carrying rope, they hurried

forward to Papewaio's side. One began to bind Papewaio's handsbehind him while the other tossed a long coil of rope over a stouttree branch.

 

For a moment Mara was without comprehension, then understandingstruck her: Papewaio was being readied for the meanestdeath, hanging, a form of execution reserved for criminals andslaves. Mara shook her head and raised her voice. 'Stop!'

Everyone ceased moving. The assistant gardeners paused withtheir hands half-raised, looking first to the head gardener, then toNacoya and Keyoke, then to their mistress. They were clearlyreluctant to carry out this duty, and confusion over their Lady'swishes greatly increased their discomfort.

 

Nacoya said, 'Child, it is the law.'

 

Gripped by an urge to scream at them all, Mara shut her eyes. Thestress, her mourning, the assault, and now this rush to executePapewaio for an act caused by her irresponsible behaviour cameclose to overwhelming her. Careful not to burst into tears, Maraanswered firmly. 'No . . . I haven't decided.' She looked from face toimpassive face and added, 'You will all wait until I do. Pape, take upyour sword.'

 

Her command was a blatant flouting of tradition; Papewaioobeyed in silence. To the gardener, who stood fidgeting uneasily,she said, 'Remove the assassin's body from the glade.' With asudden vicious urge to strike at something, she added, 'Strip it andhang it from a tree beside the road as a warning to any spies whomay be near. Then cleanse the natami and drain the pool; both havebeen defiled. When all is returned to order, send word to the priestsof Chochocan to come and reconsecrate the grove.'

Though all watched with unsettled eyes, Mara turned her back.Nacoya roused first. With a sharp click of her tongue, she escortedher young mistress into the cool quiet of the house. Papewaio andKeyoke looked on with troubled thoughts, while the gardenerhurried off to obey his mistress's commands.

 

The two assistant gardeners coiled the ropes, exchanging glances.The ill luck of the Acoma had not ended with the father and the son,so it seemed. Mara's reign as Lady of the Acoma might indeed provebrief, for her enemies would not rest while she learned the complexsubtleties of the Game of the Council. Still, the assistant gardenersseemed to silently agree, such matters were in the hands of the gods,and the humble in life were always carried along in the currents ofthe mighty as they rose and fell. None could say such a fate wascruel or unjust. It simply was.

 

The moment the Lady of the Acoma reached the solitude of herquarters, Nacoya took charge. She directed servants who bustledwith subdued efficiency to make their mistress comfortable. Theyprepared a scented bath while Mara rested on cushions, absentlyfingering the finely embroidered shatra birds that symbolized herhouse. One who did not know her would have thought her stillnessthe result of trauma and grief; but Nacoya observed the focusedintensity of the girl's dark eyes and was not fooled. Tense, angry,and determined, Mara already strove to assess the far-reachingpolitical implications of the attack upon her person. She enduredthe ministrations of her maids without her usual restlessness, silentwhile the servants bathed her and dressed her wounds. A compressof herbs was bound around her bruised and lacerated right hand.Nacoya hovered anxiously by while Mara received a vigorous rubby two elderly women who had ministered to Lord Sezu in the samemanner. Their old fingers were surprisingly strong; knots ofmuscular tension were sought out and gradually kneaded away.Afterward, clothed in clean robes, Mara still felt tired, but theattentions of the old women had eased away nervous exhaustion.

Nacoya brought chocha, steaming in a fine porcelain cup. Marasat before a low stone table and sipped the bitter drink, wincingslightly as the liquid aggravated her bruised throat. In the grove shehad been too shocked by the attack to feel much beyond a shortburst of panic and fear. Now she was surprised to discover herselftoo wrung out to register any sort of reaction. The slanting light ofafternoon brightened the paper screens over the windows, as it hadthroughout her girlhood. Far off, she could hear the whistles of theherdsmen in the needra meadows, and near at hand, Jican's voicereprimanding a house slave for clumsiness. Mara closed her eyes,almost able to imagine the soft scratch of the quill pen her father

had used to draft instructions to distant subordinates; butMinwanabi treachery had ended such memories forever. ReluctantlyMara acknowledged the staid presence of Nacoya.

The old nurse seated herself on the other side of the table. Hermovements were slow, her features careworn. The delicate seashellornaments that pinned her braided hair were fastened slightlycrooked, as reaching upwards to fix the pin correctly became moredifficult with age. Although only a servant, Nacoya was well versedin the arts and subtlety of the Game of the Council. She had servedat the right hand of Lord Sezu's lady for years, then raised hisdaughter after the wife's death in childbirth. The old nurse had beenlike a mother to Mara. Sharply aware that the old nurse was waitingfor some comment, the girl said, 'I have made some grave errors,Nacoya.'

 

The nurse returned a curt nod. 'Yes, child. Had you granted timefor preparation, the gardener would have inspected the groveimmediately before you entered. He might have discovered theassassin, or been killed, but his disappearance would have alertedKeyoke, who could have had warriors surround the glade. Theassassin would have been forced to come out or starve to death.Had the Hamoi murderer fled the gardener's approach and beenlurking outside, your soldiers would have found his hiding place.'The nurse's hands tightened in her lap, and her tone turned harsh.'Indeed, your enemy expected you to make mistakes . . . as you did.'

Mara accepted the reproof, her eyes following the lazy curls ofsteam that rose from her cup of chocha. 'But the one who sent thekiller erred as much as I.'

 

'True.' Nacoya squinted, forcing farsighted vision to focus moreclearly upon her mistress. 'He chose to deal the Acoma a tripledishonour by killing you in your family's sacred grove, and nothonourably with the blade, but by strangulation, as if you were acriminal or slave to die in shame!'

 

Mara said, 'But as a woman -'

 

'You are Ruling Lady,' snapped Nacoya. Lacquered braceletsclashed as she thumped fists on her knee in a timeworn gesture ofdisapproval. 'From the moment you assumed supremacy in thishouse, child, you became as a man, with every right and privilege ofrulership. You wield the powers your father did as Lord of theAcoma. And for this reason, your death by the strangler's cordwould have visited as much shame on your family as if your fatheror brother had died in such fashion.'

 

Mara bit her lip, nodded, and dared another sip of her chocha.'The third shame?'

 

'The Hamoi dog certainly intended to steal the Acoma natami,forever ending your family's name. Without clan or honour, yoursoldiers would have become grey warriors, outcasts living in thewilds. All of your servants would have finished their lives as slaves.'Nacoya ended in bitterness. 'Our Lord of the Minwanabi isarrogant.'

 

Mara placed her chocha cup neatly in the centre of the table. 'Soyou think Jingu responsible?'

 

'The man is drunk with his own power. He stands second only tothe Warlord in the High Council now. Should fate remove Almechofrom his throne of white and gold, a Minwanabi successor wouldassuredly follow. The only other enemy of your father's who wouldwish your ruin is the Lord of the Anasati. But he is far too clever toattempt such a shameful assault- so badly done. Had he sent theHamoi murderer, his instructions would have been simple: yourdeath by any means. A poison dart would have struck from hiding,or a quick blade between the ribs, then quickly away to carry wordof your certain death.'

 

Nacoya nodded with finality, as if discussion had confirmed herconvictions. 'No, our Lord of the Minwanabi may be the mostpowerful man in the High Council, but he is like an enraged harulth,smashing down trees to trample a gazer.' She raised spread fingers,framing the size of the timid little animal she had named. 'Heinherited his position from a powerful father, and he has strongallies. The Lord of the Minwanabi is cunning, not intelligent.

'The Lord of the Anasati is both cunning and intelligent, one to be

feared.' Nacoya made a weaving motion with her hand. 'He slitherslike the relli in the swamp, silent, stealthy, and he strikes withoutwarning. This murder was marked as if the Minwanabi lord hadhanded the assassin a warrant for your death with his own familychop affixed to the bottom.' Nacoya's eyes narrowed in thought.That he knows you're back this quickly speaks well of his spies. Weassumed he would not find out you were Ruling Lady for a fewmore days. For the Hamoi to have been sent so soon shows he knewyou had not taken vows from the instant Keyoke led you from thetemple.' She shook her head in self-reproach. 'We should haveassumed as much.'

 

Mara considered Nacoya's counsel, while her cup of chochacooled slowly on the table. Aware of her new responsibilities asnever before, she accepted that unpleasant subjects could no longerbe put off. Though dark hair curled girlishly around her cheeks, andthe robe with its ornate collar seemed too big for her, shestraightened with the resolve of a ruler. 'I may seem like a gazen tothe Lord of the Minwanabi, but now he has taught this eater offlowers to grow teeth for meat. Send for Keyoke and Papewaio.'

Her command roused the runner, a small, sandal-clad slave boychosen for his fleetness; he sprang from his post by her doorway tocarry word. The warriors arrived with little delay; both hadanticipated her summons. Keyoke wore his ceremonial helm, thefeather plumes denoting his office brushing the lintel of thedoorway as he entered. Bare-headed, but nearly as tall, Papewaiofollowed his commander inside. He moved with the same grace andstrength that had enabled him to strike down a killer only hoursbefore; his manner betrayed not a single hint of concern over hisunresolved fate. Struck by his proud carriage, and his more thanusually impassive face, Mara felt the judgment she must completewas suddenly beyond her resources.

 

Her distress was in no way evident as the warriors knelt formallybefore her table. The green plumes of Keyoke's helm trembled in theair, close enough for Mara to touch. She repressed a shiver andgestured for the men to sit. Her maidservant offered hot chochafrom the pot, but only Keyoke accepted. Papewaio shook his headonce, as though he trusted his bearing better than his voice.

Mara said, 'I have erred. I will seek to avoid such error again-'She paused sharply, frowned, and made a nervous gesture that thesisters of Lashima had strived to eliminate. 'No,' said Mara, 'I mustdo better than that, for at the temple I learned that my impatiencesometimes undoes my judgment. Keyoke, between us there must bea hand signal, to be used in times when my life, or the Acomaexistence, may be threatened in ways I may not understand. Thenperhaps the folly of this day's events may never be repeated.'

Keyoke nodded, his scarred face impassive, but his mannersuggesting approval. After a moment of thought, he ran the knuckleof his index finger along an old scar that creased his jaw. 'Lady,would you recognize this gesture as such a warning, even in acrowded or public place?'

 

Mara nearly smiled. Keyoke had chosen a nervous habit ofPapewaio's, his only outward sign of tension. Keyoke neverfidgeted; through danger or stress, and even in battle, she supposed,

her Force Commander never lost control. If he scratched a scar inher presence, she would notice, and hopefully take heed. 'Verygood. So be it, Keyoke.'

 

A strained silence developed as Mara shifted her regard to theother warrior before her. 'My brave Pape, had I not erred in oneinstance, I would now be dead and all our holdings and retainers leftwithout a mistress.' Wishing the moment of judgment could bedelayed, the girl added, 'Had I but said let none follow me to thegrove . . .' Her sentence trailed off, unfinished. All knew that hercommand would have been obeyed to the letter' duty would havecompelled Papewaio to remain in the manor, leaving his mistress tofate's choices.

 

Mara said, 'Now one of my most valued retainers must forfeit hislife for loyal and honourable service to his house.'

'Such is the law,' Keyoke observed, revealing no hint of sorrow oranger. Relieved that Mara had the strength to do her duty, hisplumes of office stilled above his immobile features.

Mara sighed. 'I expect there is no other way.'

'None, child,' said Nacoya. 'You must specify the manner andtime of Pape's death. You may allow him to fall upon his ownsword, though, granting him a warrior's honour, to die by theblade. He deserves that, at least, mistress.'

 

Mara's dark eyes flashed; angry at having to waste such astalwart servant, she knitted her brows in thought. Nothing wassaid for a time, then, abruptly, she announced, 'I think not.'

Keyoke seemed on the verge of speaking, then simply nodded,while Papewaio rubbed his jaw with one thumb, his familiar sign ofdistress. Shaken by the gesture, Mara continued quickly. 'My

sentence is this: loyal Pape, that you will die is certain. But I shalldecide the place and circumstance of that death in my own time.Until then you shall serve as you always have. Around your headwear the black rag of the condemned, that all may know I havepronounced death upon you.'

 

Papewaio nodded once. 'Your will, mistress.'

 

Mara added, 'And should fate cause my death before yours, youmay fall upon your own blade . . . or seek to visit revenge upon mymurderer, as you see fit.' She was certain which course Pape wouldchoose. Now, until she selected the time and manner of execution,Papewaio would remain in her service.

Mara regarded her three most loyal followers, half-fearful herunorthodox judgment might be challenged. But duty and customdemanded unquestioned obedience, and no one met her glance.Hoping she had acted with honour, Mara said, 'Go now, and freelyattend your duties.'

 

Keyoke and Papewaio rose at once. They bowed with stiffbackedformality, turned, and departed. Old and slow ofmovement, Nacoya performed her obeisance with less grace. Shestraightened, a hint of approval on her wizened face. 'That was welldone, daughter of Sezu,' she whispered. 'You save Pape's honourand preserve a most loyal servant. He will wear the black rag ofshame as if it were a badge of honour.' Then, as if embarrassed byher boldness, the old nurse left hastily.

 

The house servant who hovered by the door had to speak twicebefore Mara noticed her. 'As my mistress needs?'

Wrung out by the emotions and tensions of the afternoon, theLady of the Acoma looked up. By the expectant look on theservant's face, she realized the afternoon had passed. Blue shadowsdappled the door screens, lending a moody, sombre air to thedecorative paintings of huntsmen. Longing for the simplicity of hergirlhood, Mara decided to forego the formality of the evening meal.Tomorrow was soon enough to face the fact that she must sit in herfather's place at the head of the table. She said to the maidservant,'Let the evening breezes in, then withdraw.'

 

The servant hastened to obey her wishes and slid open the largeouter screens that faced the west. The orange sun hung low, kissingthe purple edge of the horizon. Red-gold light burnished themarshes where the shatra birds flocked at eventide. Even as Marawatched, the ungainly creatures exploded into flight. Withinminutes the sky was covered with silhouettes of grace and elegance,whirling across clouds fired with scarlet and pink, and indigo beforethe approach of night. No man understood the reason for thissplendid group dance upon the wing, but the sight was majestic.Though Mara had watched the display a thousand times throughgirlhood, the birds still took her breath away. She did not notice thetiptoe departure of the maidservant but for the better part of anhour sat absorbed as flocks numbering in the thousands gathered towheel and turn, bank and glide, while the light slowly faded. Thebirds landed as the sun vanished. In the silvery twilight they

gathered in the marshes, clustered tightly to baffle predators whilethey slept.

 

House servants returned in the warm, sweet hour of nightfall,bringing oil for the lamps and hot herb tea. But exhaustion hadovertaken Mara at last. They found her asleep amid her cushions,lulled by the familiar sounds of herders driving the needra intoshelter. In the distance the sad song of a kitchen slave kneadingthyza bread for the morning meal was a soft counterpoint to thefaint calls of Keyoke's sentries as they patrolled the grounds toensure the safety of Acoma's newest Lady.

 

,

 

Accustomed to temple discipline, Mara awoke early. She blinked, atfirst confused by her surroundings; then the rich coverlet thrownover her sleeping mat reminded her: she lay in her father's chamberas Ruling Lady of the Acoma. Rested, but still aching from thebruises left by the Minwanabi assassin, she rolled on her side.Luxuriant strands of hair caught in her lashes; impatiently shepushed them away.

 

Dawn brightened the screens that faced east. The whistle of aherder driving needra to pasture cut through daybreak's chorus ofbird calls. Made restless by memories, Mara arose.

Her maids did not hear her stir. Barefoot, and appreciative of thesolitude, the girl crossed the chamber and slipped the catch on thescreen. She slid it aside with the barest of squeaks. Cool air caressedher skin between the loose folds of her robe. Mara drew in the scentof dew, and moist earth, and the delicate perfume of akasi flowers.Mist rose off the marshlands, rendering the trees and hedges intones of charcoal, and there the lone silhouette of a herdsmandriving the slow-moving needra.

 

The soldier at his post in the dooryard turned about on his beat,

and realized the girl who stood in the white shift and sleep-tangledhair was his ruling mistress. He bowed gravely. Mara noddedabsently as he returned to his duty. The girl regarded the wideexpanse of her family estates, in a morning as yet unmarred by thenoise and bustle of the day. Shortly all who worked upon the estatewould be busy about their tasks, and for only a few minutes longerwould Mara have this serene glimpse of what was now hers toprotect. Her brows knitted in concern as she realized how much shehad to learn to manage these holdings. At present she didn't evenknow the extent of her inheritance. She knew vaguely that she hadproperties in other provinces, but she had no knowledge of theirdisposition and worth. Her father had disliked the details offarming and stock breeding, and while he had overseen his assetsand his people's well-being with wisdom, his conversations withMara had always been turned to matters of his liking, and of alighter nature.

 

When the maid called softly from the doorway of the chamber,Mara shut the screen. 'I shall dress and breakfast at once,' sheinstructed. 'Then I will see this new hadonra, Jican, in the study.'

The maid bowed and hastened to the wardrobe, while Marashook the tangles from her hair. Denied the comfort of servants inthe temple, Mara reached automatically for her brush.

'My Lady, don't I please you?' The young maid's bearingrevealed distress.

 

Mara frowned, annoyed by her thoughtless lapse. 'You please mewell enough.' She surrendered the hairbrush and sat still as theserving girl began to tend her hair. As the maid worked, Maraconceded to herself that her decision to see Jican was as much toavoid Nacoya as to learn more of her estates. The old nurse had anatural tendency to be grumpy in the early morning. And beyondher normal ill temper, Nacoya would have volumes to say to theyoung girl on her responsibilities as Ruling Lady.

Mara sighed, and the maid paused, waiting for some indicationfrom her Lady if there was a problem. When Mara said nothing, thegirl continued, tentatively, as if fearing her Lady's disapproval.Mara mulled over questions for Jican, knowing that eventually shewould have to contend with Nacoya's scolding manner. Again shesighed, much as she had when facing one of Nacoya's punishmentsfor some girlish prank, and again the maid halted to see if hermistress was displeased. After a momentary pause, the girl resumedarranging her mistress's hair, and Mara became caught up in thequestions of estate management.

 

Later, dressed and groomed, Mara sat with her elbow propped in amound of cushions. Her lip was pinched between her teeth inconcentration as she reviewed the latest of a sizeable heap of scrolls.Small, sun-bronzed, and nervous as a thyza bird, the hadonra,Jican, looked over her shoulder. Presently he extended a tentativefinger.

 

'The profits are listed there, my Lady. As you note, they arerespectable.'

 

'I see that, Jican.' Mara laid the scroll on her knees as Nacoyaducked her head around the door. 'I am busy, Nacoya. I will see youshortly, perhaps at noon.'

 

The old nurse shook her head, her hairpins as crooked as ever. 'Bymy lady's leave, it is now an hour past noon.'

Mara raised her brows in surprise. She sympathized with herfather's impatience with the management of his far-flung holdings.The task was more involved than she had suspected. Yet, unlike herfather, she found the intricacies of finance fascinating. With a ruefulsmile at Nacoya's impatience, the Lady of the Acoma said, 'I losttrack of time. But Jican is nearly finished. You may wait if youwish.'

 

Nacoya jerked her head in the negative. 'Too much to do, Lady.Send your runner for me when you are ready. But do not delay muchlonger. Decisions must be made, and tomorrow is too late toconsider them.'

 

The nurse departed. Mara heard her pause to mutter to Keyoke,standing guard in the hallway beyond. Then, drawn back to Jicanand her lesson in commerce, Mara reached for another scroll. Thistime she commented on the balance, without the hadonra's needingto prompt. 'We may lack warriors, Jican, but we are strong inproperty, perhaps even prosperous.'

 

'It is not difficult, mistress. Sotamu left clear records of the yearshe served your father. I but follow his example. Thyza crops havebeen bountiful for three years, while the hwaet blight in the plains

provinces has driven high the prices of all grain - thyza, ryge, maze,even milat. With hwaet scarce, only a lazy manager carts his thyzato Sulan-Qu and sells it there. It takes only a little more effort to dealwith a factor from a consortium of grain shippers in the City of thePlains.' The small man sighed in discomfort. 'My Lady, I mean nodisrespect to any of your lofty class, but I have known manypowerful lords to dislike the details of business. Yet at the same timethey refuse their hadonras and factors the authority to actindependently. Therefore we have traded with large houses and

avoided the merchants of the city whenever we might. This has leftus large profits more often than not.'

 

The hadonra paused, hands spread diffidently before him. Then,encouraged by the fact that Mara did not interrupt, he went on.'And the breeders ... they are a mystery. Again I mean nodisrespect, but the lords of the north seem especially shortsightedconcerning choice of breeding bulls.' More at ease, the little manshrugged in perplexity. 'A bull that is ill-tempered and difficult tomanage, but that is heavily muscled and paws the ground in fiercedisplay, or with a large'- he lowered his eyes in embarrassment 'ah, male member sells better than a fat one that will breed goodmeat animals, or a docile one that begets solid draught stock. Soanimals a cannier man might have castrated or slaughtered bringprime prices, while the best remain here, and people wonder at thequality of our herds. They say "How can the Acoma meat taste sogood, when they keep such weak bulls?" I do not understand suchthinking.'

 

Mara smiled slightly, the first relaxed expression she had shownsince leaving the temple. 'Those noble lords seek animals that reflectupon their own virility. I have no such need. And as I have no desireto be mistaken for any of my breeding stock, you may continue toselect which cows and bulls to sell without regard for how theirtraits match up to mine.' Jican's eyes opened wide for an instantbefore he realized the girl was making a joke. He laughed slightlywith her. Mara added, 'You have done well.'

 

The man smiled his thanks, as if a great weight had been liftedfrom him. Plainly he enjoyed the responsibilities of his new officeand had feared his new mistress might remove him. He was doublypleased to discover not only that he would continue as hadonra, butthat Lady Mara recognized his worth.

 

But Mara had inherited her father's instinct for governance, evenif it was only just beginning to emerge, and knew she had acompetent, perhaps even gifted, estate manager beside her. 'Yourdiligence in business brings honour to the Acoma as much as oursoldiers' bravery,' she finished. 'You may leave now, and attendyour duties.'

 

The hadonra bowed from a kneeling position until his foreheadtouched the floor, an obeisance more abject than required from aman in his position. 'I bask in the sunlight of my mistress's praise.'Jican rose and departed as a house servant came forward togather the scrolls from the floor. Nacoya hurried through thedoorway as the hadonra passed by. More servants followed at herheels with trays of refreshments, and with a sigh, Mara wished heroverly abundant domestic staff could be transformed into soldiers.

Nacoya bowed, then sat before Mara had a chance to grant herleave. Over the soft clink of the serving ware and the bustle ofservants setting down trays, she said, 'Does my Lady think sheshould work all morning and take no meals?' Her old, dark eyesturned critical. 'You've lost weight since you left for the temple.Some men might think you scrawny.'

 

Still preoccupied with her discussion with Jican, Mara spoke asthough she had not heard. 'I have undertaken to learn of my estatesand properties. You chose with care in selecting this Jican, Nacoya.Though I remember Sotamu with affection, this man seems a masterof commerce.'

 

Nacoya's manner softened. 'I presumed much, mistress, butdecisiveness was necessary at the time.'

 

'You did well.' Mara regarded the array of food, the odour offresh thyza bread wakening her awareness of hunger. She reachedfor a slice, frowned, then added, 'And I'm not scrawny. Our mealsat the temple were not so plain as you think.' She took a bite,chewing thoughtfully. She regarded her indomitable nurse. 'Now,what must we do?'

 

Nacoya pursed her lips, a sure sign that she broached what sheguessed to be a difficult subject. 'We must move quickly tostrengthen your house, Lady. Without blood family, you make atempting target for many. Even those with no prior cause for strifewith the Acoma might look upon your holdings with an enviousand ambitious eye. Land and herds might not tempt a minor lord tomove against your father, but against a young girl with no training?There is a hand behind every curtain," ' she quoted.

' "And a knife in every hand," ' finished Mara. She set her breadaside. 'I understand, Nacoya. I have thought that we must send forrecruits.'

 

Nacoya shook her head with such sharpness that her precariouslypinned hair threatened to come loose. 'That is a difficult anddangerous proposition to attempt at this time.'

'Why?' Mara had forgotten the food in her annoyance. 'I justreviewed assets with Jican. The Acoma have more than enoughwealth to support twenty-five hundred soldiers. We even haveenough to pay recruiting fees.'

 

But Nacoya had not been referring to the fact a new master mustindemnify the former master for each recruit's training. Gently shereminded, 'Too many have died, Mara-anni. The family ties thatremain are too few to master.' Tsurani tradition required that only arelative of a soldier already serving could join a household'sgarrison. As eldest sons tended to assume the same loyalties as theirfathers, such recruits were further limited to second or later sons.Bearing these facts in mind, Nacoya added, 'With the heavyrecruiting your father undertook prior to the invasion of thebarbarian world, most of the able men have already been called.Any you found now would be young and unseasoned. The Lord ofthe Minwanabi will act before such as those would prove anybenefit.'

 

'I have given that some thought.' Mara reached under the writingtable before her and removed a case, delicately carved of costlyhardwoods. 'I sent to the Guild of Porters this morning. Therepresentative who arrives will be told to give this into the hand ofthe Lord of the Minwanabi, under bond and without message.'Grim now, Mara handed the box to Nacoya.

 

Nacoya opened the finely crafted catch and raised an eyebrow atwhat rested within. A single red cord, darkened with blood fromMara's hand, lay coiled next to a shatra feather. Closing the box asthough it contained a scarlet dhast, the most venomous of serpents,Nacoya said, 'You openly announce blood feud with HouseMinwanabi.'

 

'I only acknowledge a feud begun ages ago!' Mara shot back, themurder of her father and brother too near yet for temperance. 'I amonly telling Jingu that another generation of Acoma stands ready tooppose him.' Embarrassed suddenly by her emotions, the girl staredat the food tray. 'Mother of my heart, I am inexperienced in theGame of the Council, but I remember many nights when fatherdiscussed with Lano those things he plotted, teaching a son eachmove, and the reason for it. His daughter listened as well.'

Nacoya set the box aside and nodded. Mara looked up, sweatinglightly in the heat, but composed. 'Our enemy the Minwanabi willthink this represents something more subtle than it does. He will

seek to parry whatever move he thinks we plot, giving us the chanceto plan. All I can do now is hope to gain us time.'

Nacoya was silent, then said, 'Daughter of my heart, yourboldness is admirable, yet while this gesture may gain you a day, aweek, even more, in the end the Lord of the Minwanabi will move toobliterate all things Acoma.' The old nurse leaned forward,insistent. 'You must find allies, and for that, only one courseremains open to you. You must marry. Quickly.'

Mara shot erect so abruptly that her knee banged the leg of thewriting table. 'No!' A strained silence developed, while a dislodgedparchment floated in her soup dish.

 

Nacoya brusquely disregarded her mistress's temper. 'You haveno other choice, child. As Ruling Lady you must seek out a consortfrom among the younger sons of certain houses in the Empire. Amarriage with a son of the Shinzawai, the Tukareg, or theChochapan would gain an alliance with a house able to protect us.'She fell silent a moment, then said, 'For as long as any could. Still,time might tip the balance.'

 

Mara's cheeks flushed, and her eyes widened. 'I've never seen anyof the boys you have named. I will not wed a stranger!'

Nacoya stood. 'You speak now from anger, and your heart rulesyour mind. Had you never entered the temple, your husband wouldhave been selected from those found acceptable by your father oryour brother after him. As Lady of the Acoma, you must do as muchfor the sake of your house. I leave you to think upon this.'

The nurse wrapped old fingers around the box to be delivered bythe Porters' Guild to the Lord of the Minwanabi. She bowed stifflyand left.

 

Mara sat in silent rage, eyes fixed unseeing upon the soakedparchment, which slowly sank in the depths of the soup bowl. The

thought of marriage evoked nameless fears, rooted somehow in hergrief. She shivered, though the day was hot, and snapped her fingersfor servants to remove the food trays. She would rest, andcontemplate alone upon what her aged nurse had instructed.

Upon Keyoke's recommendation, Mara remained within the estatehouse throughout the afternoon. Although she would havepreferred to continue her review of the Acoma holdings by litter, herwarriors were too depleted; a retinue would be needed to ensure her

safety in the open, leaving fewer guards available for routinepatrols. Too conscientious to remain idle, the girl studied documents,to acquire further familiarity with the more distant assets ofher family. She called for a light meal. The shadows lengthened, andthe heat of the afternoon settled into stillness.

In the course of her reading, the Lady of the Acoma had come tounderstand a subtle but important fact of Tsurani life, oneemphasized often by her father but only now appreciated: honourand tradition were but two walls of a great house; power andwealth comprised the other two. And of the four, it was the latterpair that kept the roof from collapsing. Mara clenched her fistagainst the handle of the scroll. If somehow she could keep thoseenemies who sought her death at bay, until she could muster thestrength to enter the Game of the Council, then . . . She abandonedthe thought unfinished. Keeping the Lords of the Minwanabi andAnasati at bay was the problem at hand. Vengeance was a uselessdream unless she could secure her family's survival.

Deep in thought, Mara did not hear Nacoya call softly from thedoorway. 'Mistress?'the nurse repeated.

 

Mara glanced up, startled, and motioned the old nurse inside. Shewaited, preoccupied and aloof, while the old woman bowed, thenknelt before her.

 

'Lady, I have thought upon our talk this afternoon, and I beg yourtolerance as I advise.'

 

Mara's eyes narrowed. She had no desire to resume their earlierdiscussion of marriage, but the lingering ache of the assassin'sbruises reminded her of the need for prudence. She laid her scrollsaside and gestured for Nacoya to continue. 'As Ruling Lady of theAcoma, your status would not change with marriage. A husbandmight sit at your right hand, but he would have no voice in housematters, save that which you permit. He -'

 

Mara waved her hand. 'These things I know.'

 

The old nurse settled more comfortably upon the mat before hermistress. 'Your forgiveness, Lady. When I spoke earlier, I hadforgotten that to a maiden of Lashima the concerns of the worldbeyond the temple walls would fade from mind. Matters betweenboys and girls, the meetings with the sons of noble houses, thekissing and the touching games - these things were denied you thepast year and more. The thought of men. ..' Unnerved by the

growing intensity of Mara's stillness, Nacoya faltered, but forciblyfinished. 'Forgive an old woman's rambling. You were a maiden andstill are.'

 

That statement caused Mara to blush. During her time at thetemple, she had been instructed to put things of the flesh aside.Nacoya's concern that the girl might be unable to deal with thisquestion was unfounded, for within Mara the struggle to forget hadbeen difficult. She had often caught herself daydreaming of boys shehad known during childhood.

 

Mara rubbed nervously at the bandage that covered her injuredpalm. 'Mother of my heart, I am still a maiden. But I understandwhat is between a man and a woman.' Abruptly, as if piqued, sheformed a circle with thumb and forefinger of her left hand andinserted her right forefinger with a thrusting motion. Herdsmen,farmers, and soldiers used such a mime to indicate fornication.While not obscene - sex was an unselfconscious fact of Tsurani life- her gesture was common and ill became the Lady of a great house.

Too wise to rise to such provocation, Nacoya said,'Mistress, Iknow you played with your brother among soldiers and herdsmen. Iknow you have seen the bulls mount the cows. And more.' Giventhe close proximity of Tsurani living, many times over the yearsMara and her brother had been within earshot of passion, oroccasionally had blundered upon an encounter between slaves orservants.

 

She shrugged, as if the matter were of little account.

'Child, you understand what passes between men and women,here.' The nurse raised a forefinger to her own head. Then shepointed to her heart. 'But you do not understand here,' and shepointed toward her groin, 'or here. I may be old, but I remember.

'Mara-anni, a Ruling Lady is also a warrior. You must masteryour body. Pain must be conquered.' The nurse grew reflective with

remembrance. 'And at times passion is more pain than any swordwound.' Low sunlight through the screen underscored the firmnessof her features as she focused once more upon Mara. 'Until youlearn your own body, and master its every need, you are vulnerable.Your strengths, or your weaknesses, are those of House Acoma. Ahandsome man who whispers sweetly in your ears, whose touchrouses fire in your loins, might destroy you as easily as the Hamoitong.'

 

Mara flushed deeply, her eyes ablaze. 'What are you suggesting?''A Ruling Lady must be *ee of doubt,' Nacoya said. 'After yourmother's death, Lord Sezu took steps to ensure that the desires ofthe flesh would not tempt him to act foolishly. Lust for the daughterof the wrong house could have destroyed the Acoma as surely as ifhe had lost a battle.

 

'While you were at the temple, he had women of the Reed Lifebrought to this house -'

 

'Nacoya, he had such women stay here when I was younger. Iremember.' Mare drew breath impatiently and, by the heavy scentof akasi, realized that slaves were trimming the gardens beyond thescreens.

 

But the cloying air seemingly had no effect upon Nacoya. 'LordSezu did not always act for himself, Mara-anni. Sometimes thewomen came for Lanokota, that he might learn the ways of manand woman, and not fall prey to the ambitions of wily daughtersand their fathers' plots.'

 

The idea of her brother with such women unexpectedly offendedMara; yet the proximity of slaves forced her to maintain propriety.'So, again I say what do you suggest?'

 

'I will send for a man of the Reed Life, one skilled in -'

'No!' Mara cut her off. 'I will not hear this!'

Nacoya ignored her mistress. '- ways of pleasure. He canteach -'

 

'I said no, Nacoya!'

 

'-all you need to know, that soft touches and sweet wordswhispered in the dark will not beguile you.'

 

Mara verged upon outright rage. 'I command you: say no more!'

Nacoya bit back her next words. The two women locked eyes andfor a long, silent minute neither moved. At last the old nurse bowedher head until her forehead touched the mats upon which she knelt,a slave's sign of supplication. 'I am ashamed. I have given offence tomy mistress.'

 

'Go! Leave me!'

 

The old woman rose, the rustle of her clothing and her stiff oldback reflecting disapproval as she departed. Mara waved away theservant who appeared to inquire after her needs. Alone, surroundedby the mannered and beautifully calligraphed scrolls that honourablymasked what actually constituted a cruel and deadly mesh of

intrigue, Mara attempted to sort out the confusion created byNacoya's suggestion. She could put no name to the fear that rose upto engulf her.

 

Holding herself, Mara sobbed silently. Bereft of her brother'scomfort, surrounded by conspiracy, threat, and the unseen presenceof enemies, the Lady of the Acoma bent her head, while tears soakedthe bandage on her hand, stinging the scabs underneath.

A bell chimed faintly. Mara recognized the signal for the slaves togather at their quarters for the evening meal. The workers whoattended the akasi gardens rose and set aside their tools, whilebehind thin paper screens their mistress pushed aside her scrolls.She daubed at tear-swollen eyes, and softly called for servants toopen the study and let in the outdoor air.

 

She rose then, feeling empty and wrung out; but the firm set hadreturned to her mouth. Thoughtfully biting her lip, the girl restedagainst the polished frame of the screen. Another solution besidesmarriage must exist. She pondered, but saw no answer, while thesun lowered, heavy and gold, in the western sky. Heat haze hungover the distant fields, and overhead the green-blue bowl of the skywas empty of birds. Akasi leaves pruned by the workers wilted uponthe white stone walk, adding fragrance to the sleepy silence aroundthe estate house. Mara yawned, worn out from grief and worry.

Suddenly she heard shouts. Shocked alert, she straightened.Running figures sped along the road towards the guards' barracks.Aware such disturbance must bode bad tidings, the girl turned fromthe screen, just as a serving girl rushed into the study.

A warrior strode at her heels, dusty, sweating, and breathing hardfrom what amounted to a long run in battle armour. He bowed hishead in respect. 'Mistress, by your leave.'

 

Mara felt a knot of cold tighten her stomach. Already it begins,she thought to herself. Yet her tearstained face showed poise as shesaid, 'Speak.'

 

The soldier slapped his fist over his heart in salute. 'Mistress, theForce Commander sends word: outlaws have raided the herd.'

'Send for my litter. Quickly!'

 

'Your will, mistress.' The maidservant who had preceded thesoldier ducked through the doorway at a run.

 

To the warrior, Mara said, 'Assemble an escort.'

The man bowed and departed. Mara unwrapped the light, shortrobe Tsurani noblewomen preferred to wear in the privacy of theirhomes. She tossed the garment into the waiting hands of oneattendant, while another rushed forward with a travelling robe,longer and more modest in cut. Adding a light scarf to hide theunhealed marks on her neck, Mara stepped outside.

Her litter bearers waited silently, stripped to loincloths andsweating in the heat. Four warriors waited with them, hastilyfastening helmets and adjusting weapons at their belts. The soldiersent to inform Mara deferentially offered his hand and aided hismistress into the cushioned seat. Then he signalled bearers andescort. The litter swayed and jolted forward as the bearers compliedwith the need for haste and hurried towards the outer pastures.

The journey ended far sooner than Mara expected, miles insidethe borders of the estate. This was a discouraging sign, since banditswould never dare to raid the inner fields if the patrols had been up tostrength. With a motion made brisk by outrage, the girl whiskedaside gauze curtains. 'What has passed here?'

 

Keyoke turned away from two soldiers who were studying theground for tracks that might indicate the numbers and strengthof the renegades. If he noticed her tearstained face, his own leatheryfeatures showed no reaction. Imposing in his lacquer armour, hisplumed helm dangling by its strap from his belt, he gesturedtowards a line of broken fencing, which slaves in loinclothslaboured to repair. 'Outlaws, my Lady. Ten, or perhaps a dozen.They killed a herd boy, smashed through the fence, and drove offsome needra.'

 

'How many?' Mara gestured, and the Force Commander helpedher from the litter. Grass felt strange under her sandals after templeconfinement and months of echoing stone floors; also unexpectedwere the smells of rich earth and khala vines, which twined the fencerows. Mara pushed aside her momentary distraction and greetedJican's presence with a frown the image of her father's whendomestic affairs went amiss.

 

Though the hadonra had had little contact with the former Lordof the Acoma, that look was legend. Sweating, fingers clenchednervously to his tally slate, he bowed. 'Lady, at most you have lostthree or four cows. I can report for certain when the strays arerounded up.'

 

Mara raised her voice over the bawl of agitated animals as

herders whistled, their long steering sticks and hide whips singingthrough the air as they drove their charges to a secure corral.'Strays?'

 

Cross with Jican's diffidence, Keyoke answered, his tone bettersuited to the battlefield on the barbarian world than the trampledearth of a needra meadow. 'The beasts in this pasture were due forbreeding. The smell of blood startled them into stampede, whichalerted the herders.' He paused, eyes raking the distant line of thewoods.

 

The tautness in his manner sharpened Mara's concern. 'Whattroubles you, Keyoke? Surely not the loss of a few cows, or onemurdered slave?'

 

'No, Lady.' Eyes still on the woods, the old soldier shook hishead. 'I regret the ruin of good property, but no, the cows and theboy are the lesser problem.' He paused while an overseer shouted;the team of slaves bent tO raise a new post, while the ForceCommander related the worst. 'We have been vigilant since theHamoi dog sought your life, mistress. These were no petty thieves.They struck, and departed, during daylight, which speaks ofadvance planning and a thorough knowledge of patrols.'

Mara felt fear like a sliver of ice. Carefully steady, she said, 'Spies?'The Lord of the Anasati would not be above staging a false raid by'bandits' if he wished to gauge the strength of the Acoma forces.

Keyoke fingered his sword. 'I think not, mistress.' He qualifiedthis with his usual almost uncanny perception. 'Minwanabi is neverso subtle, and the Anasati have no outposts far enough south tohave organized an attack so swiftly. No, this seems the work ofsoldiers, masterless ones surely.'

 

'Grey warriors?' Mara's frown deepened as she considered therough, clanless men who often banded together in the mountains.With the Acoma so severely undermanned, such as these under theguidance of a shrewd commander might prove as menacing as anyplot by enemies.

 

Keyoke slapped dust from his cuffs and again regarded the hills,deepening now under shadow of dusk. 'With my Lady's permission,I would send out scouts. If grey warriors were responsible for thisraid, they sought only to fill their bellies. There will be smoke, andcook fires; or if there are not, we know that word of our weaknesstravels swiftly to enemy ears.'

 

He did not mention counterattack. As guardedly subtle asNacoya was not, his silence on the subject informed Mara that anopen show of force might precipitate disaster. Acoma warriors weretoo few, even to drive out an enclave of needra thieves. How far theAcoma have fallen, Mara thought; but she gave the formal gestureof acquiescence. Keyoke hastened to command his soldiers. Thelitter bearers straightened in readiness, anxious for a swift return tothe dinners they had left cooling on the tables at quarters'; but theLady was not ready to depart. While she knew Nacoya would havescolded her for lingering where her presence was not required, theurgent need for new fighting men seemed the root of immediatethreat. Still resisting the idea of marriage as the only solution, shewaved Keyoke back to her side.

 

He bowed, his face shadowed in twilight. 'Night comes, mistress.If you wish counsel, let me walk as your escort, for your safetymight be in jeopardy after dark.'

 

Warmed by the same qualities Lord Sezu had prized in his ForceCommander, Mara smiled. She permitted the old warrior to settleher into the litter, then addressed the problem at hand. 'Have youbegun recruiting more warriors?'

 

Keyoke ordered the litter bearers forward, then matched his pacewith theirs. 'My Lady, two of the men have contacted cousins indistant cities, asking for younger sons to be sent to your service. In aweek or two, I will permit one or two more to do the same. Muchmore than that and every barracks from Ambolina to Dustari willknow the Acoma lack strength.'

 

Lights bloomed in the shadows as the workers at the fence litlanterns to continue their labour. As the Lady's litter turnedtowards the estate house, one man, then another, then more begantentatively to sing. Mindful that their security relied upon herjudgment, Mara said, 'Should we buy contracts?'

Keyoke halted. 'Mercenaries? Common caravan guards?' In astride he closed the distance the bearers had opened. 'Impossible.They wouldn't be dependable. Men who have no blood vows to theAcoma natami would be worse than useless. They owe you nohonour. Against the enemies of your father, you need warriors whowill obey without hesitation, even die at your order. Show me a manwho will die for pay, and I'll swear to service. No, Lady, a househires mercenaries only for simple tasks, like guarding warehouses,

or patrolling against common thieves. And that is done only to freewarriors for more honourable duty.'

 

'Then we need mercenaries,' Mara said. 'If only to keep greywarriors from growing fat on our needra.'

 

Keyoke unhooked his helm, fingering the plumes in the growingdark. 'My Lady, in better times, yes. But not now. Half the men youhired would likely be spies. Though I am loath to yield honour tomasterless men, we must wait, and replenish our ranks slowly.'

'And die.' Unreconciled to the fact that Nacoya's suggestion ofmarriage seemed more and more inevitable, Mara set her teeth inbitterness.

 

Startled by her mood, one he had never known in the girl beforeKeyoke stopped the litter bearers. 'My Lady?'

 

'How long before my Lord of the Minwanabi learns of the extentof the damage done us by his treachery?' Mara lifted her head, herface a pale oval between the white fall of the curtains. 'Sooner orlater one of his spies will discover the heart of our house is weak, myown estates stripped of all but a handful of healthy warriors as wemaintain the illusion of sufficiency. Our distant holdings arestripped bare, held by a ruse - old men and untrained boys paradingin armour. We live like gazen, holding our breath and hoping theharulth will not trample us! But that hope is false. Any day now ouract will be discovered. Then the Lords who seek our ruin will strikewith brute force.'

 

Keyoke set his helm on his head, fingers slowly and deliberatelyfastening the strap beneath his chin. 'Your soldiers will diedefending you, my Lady.'

 

'My point, Keyoke.' Once started, Mara could not stifle thehopeless, trapped feelings that welled up within her. 'They will alldie. As will you and Pape, and even old Nacoya. Then the enemieswho murdered my father and brother will take my head and theAcoma natami to the Lord of the Minwanabi and . . . the Acoma

will be no more.'

 

The old soldier lowered his hands in silence. He could not refutehis mistress's word or offer her any sort of comfort. Gently heordered the bearers forward, towards the estate house, and lights,and the solace of beauty and art that was the heart of Acomaheritage.

 

The litter rocked as the slaves stepped from the rough meadowonto the raked gravel path. Shamed by her outburst, Mara loosedthe ties, and gauze curtains fluttered down, enclosing her from view.Sensitive to the possibility she might be weeping, Keyoke walkedwith his head turned correctly forward. Survival with honourseemed an unattainable hope since the death of Lord Sezu and hisson. Yet for the sake of the mistress whose life he guarded, heresisted the belief held by the warriors who still lived: that the gods'displeasure rested upon this house, and the Acoma fortune wasirretrievably on the wane.

 

Mara spoke, jarring the Force Commander from thought with anunexpected tone of resolve. 'Keyoke, were I to die, and you surviveme, what then?'

 

Keyoke gestured backward, towards the hills where the raidershad retired with their booty. 'Without your leave to take my ownlife, I would be as those, mistress. A wanderer, masterless and alone,without purpose and identity, a grey warrior with no house colourto wear.'

 

Mara pushed a hand through the curtain, forming a small crackto peer through. 'The bandits are all like this?'

'Some. Others are petty criminals, some thieves and robbers, afew murderers, but many are soldiers who have lived longer thantheir masters.'

 

The litter drew near the dooryard of the estate house, whereNacoya awaited with a small flock of servants. Mara pressed onquickly. 'Honourable men, Keyoke?'

 

The Force Commander regarded his mistress with no hint ofreproof. 'A soldier without a house can have no honour, mistress.Before their masters fell? I assume grey warriors were good menonce, but to outlive one's master is a mark of the gods' displeasure.'

The litter swept into the dooryard, and the bearers settled it to theground with a barely perceptible bump. Mara pushed aside thecurtains and accepted Keyoke's assistance. 'Force Commander,come to my quarters tonight, after your scouts return from the hills.I have a plan to discuss while the rest of the household sleeps.'

'As you will, mistress.' Keyoke bowed, fist pressed to his heart informal salute. But as servants rushed forward with lanterns, Marathought she caught a hint of approval on the warrior's scarred face.

Mara's meeting with Keyoke extended deep into the night. Thestars glinted like ice. Kelewan's moon showed a notched, coppergoldprofile at the zenith by the time the old warrior gathered up thehelmet that rested by his knee. 'My Lady, your plan is dangerouslybold. But, as a man does not expect aggression from the gazen, itmay work.'

 

'It must work!' Mara straightened in the darkness. 'Else our pridewill be much diminished. Asking security in exchange for marriagegains no honour, but only rewards those who plotted treacheryagainst us. Our house would no longer be a major player in theGame of the Council, and the spirits of my ancestors would beunsettled. No, on this I think my father would say, "Safe is notalways best." '

 

Keyoke buckled his helm with the care he might have usedpreparing for battle. 'As my Lady wills. But I don't envy the task ofexplaining what you propose to Nacoya.' He bowed, rose, andstrode to the outer screen.

 

He slipped the catch and stepped out. Moonlight drenched theflower beds in gilt. Silhouetted against their brightness, the ForceCommander's shoulders seemed straighter, his carriage the slightestbit less strained. With relief, Mara perceived that Keyoke welcomeda warrior's solution to Acoma troubles. He had agreed to risk herplan rather than see her bind the family through marriage to themercy of a stronger house. She unlinked sweating fingers, afraid andexhilarated at the same time.

 

'I'll marry on my terms, or not at all,' she murmured to the night.Then she lay back on her cushions. Sleep came reluctantly.Memories of Lano tangled with thoughts of young, boastful sons ofgreat houses, one of whom she must eventually choose as suitor.

Morning dawned hot. With a dry wind blowing from the south,moisture from the rainy season remained only in sheltered hollows,and the herders drove needra to pasture amid ochre clouds of dust.Mara broke her fast in the inner courtyard garden, beneath thegenerous shade of the trees. The trickle of water from an ornamentalfountain soothed her where she sat, dressed in a highcollaredrobe of saffron. She seemed even younger than herseventeen years, her eyes too bright and her face shadowed withsleeplessness. Yet her voice, when she summoned Nacoya, was crispwith authority.

The old nurse arrived grouchy, as was usual for her in themorning. Mara's summons had reached her while dressing, for herhair was hastily bound back, and her lips pressed thin withannoyance. She bowed briskly and said, 'As my mistress wishes?'

The Lady of the Acoma gestured permission to sit. Nacoyadeclined; her knees pained her, and the hour was too early to arguewith a headstrong girl whose stubbornness might lead the honourof her ancestors to ruin.

 

Mara smiled sweetly at her former nurse. 'Nacoya, I havereconsidered your advice and seen wisdom in marriage to thwartour enemies' plots. I ask that you prepare me a list of suitors whomyou consider eligible, for I shall need guidance to choose a propermate. Go now. I shall speak with you on the matter in due time.'

Nacoya blinked, obviously startled by this change of heart. Thenher eyes narrowed. Surely such compliance masked some otherintent, yet Tsurani ethics forbade a servant the right to question.Suspicious in the extreme, but unable to evade her dismissal, the oldnurse bowed. 'Your will, mistress, and may Lashima's wisdomguide you.'

 

She shuffled out, muttering under her breath. Mara sippedchocha, the image of the titled Lady. Then, after an appropriateinterval, she called softly to her runner. 'Send for Keyoke,Papewaio, and Jican.'

 

The two warriors arrived before her cup was empty, Keyoke inhis battle armour, resplendently polished; Papewaio also wasarmed for action, the black headband of the condemned tied asneatly as the sash from which hung his sword. As Nacoya hadguessed, he carried himself like a man awarded an honour token forbravery. His expression was otherwise unchanged. In her entire lifethere were few things as constant as Papewaio, thought Mara.

She nodded to the servant with the chocha pot, and this time Papeaccepted a mug of the steaming drink.

 

Keyoke sipped his chocha without removing his helm, sure signhe was pondering strategy. 'All is ready, mistress. Pape oversawdispensation of weapons and armour, and Strike Leader Tasidooversees the drill. So long as no fighting occurs, your warriorsshould give a convincing appearance.'

 

'Well enough.' Too nervous to finish her chocha, Mara laidsweating hands in her lap. 'All we need now is Jican, that the baitmay be prepared.'

 

The hadonra reached the garden at that moment. He bowed,breathless and sweating, as he had come in haste. His clothing wasdusty, and he still carried the needra tally he had been marking asthe herds were driven to pasture. 'My apologies, mistress, for mysoiled appearance. By your own command, the herders andslaves'

 

'I know, Jican,' Mara cut in. 'Your honour is no less, and yourdevotion to duty is admirable. Now, have we crops and goods in thestore sheds to mount a trading caravan?'

 

Startled by the praise and a wholly unexpected shift of topic, thehadonra squared his shoulders. 'We have six wagonloads of thyzaof poor quality that were held back to fatten the needra, though theones not bearing can do well enough without. The last calves wereweaned two days ago. We have some hides suitable to be sold to theharness makers.' Jican shifted his weight, careful to hide hispuzzlement. 'The caravan would be very small. Neither the grainnor the goods would realize significant profit.' He bowed deferentially. 'My mistress would do better to wait until the marketableproduce comes in season.'

 

Mara ignored the suggestion. 'I want a small caravan prepared.'

'Yes, mistress.' The hadonra's fingers whitened on the edge of thetally slate. 'I shall send word to our agent in Sulan-Qu -'

'No, Jican.' Turning brusquely, Mara rose and crossed to the rimof the fountain. She extended her hand, letting water spill like jewels

through her fingers. 'I wish this caravan to travel to Holan-Qu.'

Jican directed a startled glance at Keyoke, but saw no hint ofdisapproval on the Force Commander's lined face. Nervous, nearlypleading, he urged, 'Mistress, I obey your desire, but your goodsshould still be sent to Sulan-Qu, then downriver and on from Jamarby ship.'

 

'No.' Droplets dashed across marble tile as Mara closed her fist. 'Iwish the wagons to travel overland.'

 

Again Jican glanced at Keyoke; but the Force Commander andhis bodyguard stood like sun-cured ulo wood, facing correctlyforward. Struggling to master his agitation, the hadonra of theAcoma appealed to his mistress. 'Lady, the mountain road isdangerous. Bandits lurk in the woods in good number, and we lackenough warriors to drive them out. To guard such a caravan wouldleave this estate unprotected. I must advise against it.'

With a girlish smile, Mara swung away from the fountain. 'Butthe caravan shall not strip our defences. Papewaio will head acompany of hand-picked men. A dozen of our better soldiers shouldbe sufficient to keep the bandits away. They've raided our herds andwill not need food, and wagons without large numbers of guardsobviously carry goods of little value.'

 

Jican bowed, his narrow face immobile. 'Then we would be wiseto send no guards at all.' His manner concealed sharp disbelief; hedared the dishonour of his mistress's displeasure to dissuade herfrom folly.

 

'No.' Mara wrapped dripping fingers in the rich folds of her robe.'I require an honour guard.'

 

Jican's face twisted with shock that vanished almost instantly.That his mistress intended to go along on this venture indicated thatsorrow had stripped her of wits.

 

'Go now, Jican,' said Mara. 'Attend to my commands.'

The hadonra peered sideways at Keyoke, as if certain the Lady'sdemand would provoke protest. But the old Force Commanderonly shrugged slightly, as if to say, what is to be done?

Jican lingered, though honour forbade him to object. A stern lookfrom Mara restored his humility. He bowed swiftly and departed,his shoulders drooping. Yesterday the Lady of the Acoma haddeemed his judgment worthy of praise; now she seemed bereft ofthe instincts Lashima gave to a needra.

 

The servants in attendance kept proper silence, and Keyokemoved no muscle beneath the nodding plumes of his helm. OnlyPapewaio met his mistress's eye. The creases at the corners of hismouth deepened slightly. For a moment he seemed about to smile,though all else about his manner remained formal and unchanged.

Innovations

 

Dust swirled.

 

The brisk breeze did nothing to cut the heat, and stinging gritmade the needra snort. Wooden wheels squealed as the threewagons comprising Mara's caravan grated over the gravel road.Slowly they climbed into the foothills, leaving behind the flatlands. . . and the borders of the Acoma estates. Brightly lacquered greenspokes caught the sunlight, seeming to wink as they turned, thenslowed as rocks impeded their progress. The drovers yippedencouragement to the needra, who rolled shaggy-lashed eyes andtried to balk as pasture and shed fell behind. The slaves carryingMara's litter moved steadily, until rougher terrain forced them toslow to avoid jostling their mistress. For reasons the slaves couldnot imagine, their usually considerate Lady was ordering a mankillingpace, determined to see the caravan through the high passesbefore nightfall.

 

Mara sat stiffly. The trees that shaded the edges of the trailoffered ready concealment, thick boles and tangled brush castingshadows, deep enough to hide soldiers. And the wagons were asevere disadvantage. The keenest ear could hear no rustle of foliageover the needra's bawl and the grinding creak of wheels, and thesharpest eye became hampered by the ever present dust. Even thebattle-hardened soldiers appeared on edge.

 

The sun climbed slowly towards noon. Heat shimmer dancedover the valley left behind, and scaly, long-tailed ketso scurried intohiding as the caravan rumbled past the rocks where they basked.The lead wagons, then the litter, breasted the crest of a rise. Keyokesignalled a halt. The bearers lowered the litter in the shade of anOutcrop, giving silent prayers of thanks, but the drovers and thewarriors maintained position under Papewaio's vigilant eyes.

Ahead, a steep-sided ravine cut the east-facing slopes of theKyamaka Mountains. The road plunged steeply downward, foldedinto switchback curves, then straightened to slice across a hollowwith a spring.

 

Keyoke bowed before Mara's litter and indicated a dell to oneside of the hollow, where no trees grew and the earth was beatenand hard. 'Mistress, the scouts sent out after the raid found warmashes and the remains of a butchered needra in that place. Theyreport tracks, and evidence of habitation, but the thieves themselveshave moved on. No doubt they keep moving their base.'

Mara regarded the ravine, shading her eyes against the afternoonglare with her hand. She wore robes of exceptional richness, withembroidered birds on the cuffs, and a waistband woven ofiridescent plumes. A scarf of spun silk covered the welts on her neck,and her wrists clinked with bracelets of jade, polished by thenonhuman cho-ja to transparent thinness. While her dress wasfrivolous and girlish, her manner was intently serious. 'Do youexpect an attack?'

 

'I don't know.' Keyoke's gaze swept the ravine again, as if byforce of concentration he could discern any bandits lying hidden.'But we must prepare ourselves for any turn of fate. And we mustact as if enemies observe every movement.'

 

'Continue on, then,' said Mara. 'Have the foot slave broach awater flask. The soldiers and litter bearers may refresh themselvesas we march. Then, when we reach the spring, we can make a showof stopping for drink and so seem more vulnerable than we are.'

Keyoke saluted. 'Your will, mistress. I will wait here for thosewho follow. Papewaio will assume command of the caravan.' thenwith a surprising show of concern in his eyes, he added softly, 'Bewary, my Lady. The risks to your person are great.'

Mara held steady under his gaze. 'No more than my father wouldtake. I am his daughter.'

 

The Force Commander returned one of his rare and brief smilesand turned from the litter. With a minimum of disruption, he sawMara's orders carried out. The water-bearer hustled through theranks with his flasks clanking from the harness he wore, dispensingdrinks to the soldiers with a speed gained only by years ofcampaigning. Then Keyoke signalled, and Papewaio gave thecommand to move out. Needra drivers shouted, wheels creaked,

and dust rose in clouds. The wagons rolled forward to the crest,then over to begin their ponderous descent to the ravine. Only atrained scout would have noted that one less soldier left the campthan had entered.

 

Mara appeared dignified and serene, but her small painted fantrembled between nervous fingers. She started almost imperceptiblyeach time the litter moved as one of her bearers shifted grip to sipfrom the flask carried by the water-bearer. Mara closed her eyes,inwardly pleading Lashima's favour.

 

The road beyond the crest was rutted and treacherous with loosestone. Men and animals were forced to step with care, eyes upon thepath. Time and again the gravel would turn underfoot and pebbleswould bounce and rattle downslope, to slash with a clatter throughthe treetops. Jostled as her slaves fought the uncertain terrain, Maracaught herself holding her breath. She bit her lip and forced herselfnot to look back or show any sign that her caravan was not upon anordinary journey. Keyoke had not mentioned that the Acomasoldiers who followed could not cross this ridge without beingobserved; they would have to circle round by way of the wood.Until they regained their position a short distance behind, Mara'scaravan was as vulnerable as a jigahen in the courtyard as the cookapproaches with his chopping knife.

 

At the floor of the ravine the wood seemed denser: damp soilcovered with blackferns spread between huge boles of pynon trees,their shaggy aromatic bark interlaced with vines. The slaves whocarried the litter breathed deeply, grateful for the cooler forest. Yetto Mara the air seemed dead after the capricious breezes of theheights. Or perhaps it was simply tension that made the stillnessoppressive? The click as she flicked open her fan caused severalwarriors to turn sharply.

 

Here even bare rock was mantled with leaf mould, and footfalls

became deadened to silence. Creaking wagon sounds weresmothered by walls of vines and tree trunks; this forest gave backnothing.

 

Papewaio faced forward, his eyes continually scanning thedarkness on either side. His hand never strayed from the intricatehide lacings that bound the hilt of his sword. Watching him, Marathought upon her father, who had died knowing allies had betrayedhim. She wondered what had become of his sword, a work of artwith its carved hilts and jewelled sheath. The shatra bird of theAcoma had been worked in enamel on the pommel, and the bladefashioned in the jessami method, three hundred needra hide strips,each scraped to paper thinness, then cleverly and painstakinglylaminated - for even a needle-point bubble of air would render ituseless - to a metal hardness with an edge unmatched save for thelegendary steel swords of the ancients. Perhaps some barbarianwarlord wore the sword as a trophy now . . . perhaps he would bean honourable man, if a barbarian was capable of being such. Maraforced away such morbid thoughts. Feeling smothered by theoppressive stillness and the dark foliage overhead, she clenched herhands until her delicate wood fan threatened to snap.

'Lady, I ask leave to permit the men a chance to rest and replenishthe flasks,' said Papewaio.

 

Mara started, nodded, and raked back the damp hair that clungto her temples. The caravan had reached the spring withoutincident. Ponderous wheels ground to a halt; warriors arrayedthemselves in defensive positions, while the foot slave and several ofthe drovers hastened to them with moist cloths and a meal of thyzabiscuit and dried fruit. Other men attended to the needra, while thebearers lowered Mara's litter with stifled grunts of relief. They thenstood patiently awaiting their turn to rinse their faces at the spring.

Papewaio returned from the lines of warriors and knelt before hismistress. 'Would my Lady care to leave the litter and walk about?'

Mara extended her hand, her full sleeve trailing nearly to theground. The dagger concealed by the garment dragged at her wrist,an unfamiliar lump she carried awkwardly. She had wrestled withLanokota as a child, to Nacoya's continual dismay, but weaponshad never attracted her. Keyoke had insisted she bring the knife,though the hastily shortened straps had been fashioned for a largerarm and the hilt felt clumsy in her hand. Overheated, and suddenlyuncertain, she permitted Papewaio to help her to her feet.

The ground before the spring was pocked by the prints of menand animals that had baked hard in the sun after the rainy season.While Papewaio drew a dipper of water, his mistress jabbed theearth with her sandal and wondered how many of the marks hadbeen made by stock stolen from Acoma pastures. Once she hadoverheard a trader describe how certain clans in the north notchedthe hooves of their livestock, to assist trackers in recovering stolen

beasts. But until now the Acoma had commanded the loyalty ofenough warriors to make such precautions unnecessary.

Papewaio raised a dripping container of water. 'My Lady?'

Roused from reflection, Mara sipped, then wet her fingers andsprinkled water upon her cheeks and neck. Noon was well past, andslanting sunlight carved the soldiers into forms of glare andshadow. The wood beyond lay still, as if every living thing sleptthrough the afternoon heat. Mara shivered, suddenly chilled as thewater cooled her skin. If bandits had lain waiting in ambush, surelythey should have attacked by now; an unpleasant alternative causedher to look at her Strike Leader in alarm.

 

'Pape, what if the grey warriors have circled behind us andattacked the Acoma estates while we travelled upon the road?'

The warrior set the crockery dipper on a nearby stone. Thefastenings of his armour squeaked as he shrugged, palms turnedskywards to indicate that plans succeeded only at the whim of fate.'If bandits attack your estates, all honour is lost, Lady, for the bestof your warriors have been committed here.' He glanced at thewoods, while his hand fell casually to the hilt of his sword. 'But Ithink it unlikely. I have told the men to be ready. The day's heatlessens, but no leafhoppers sing within the wood.' Suddenly a birdhooted loudly overhead. 'And when the karkak cries, danger isnear.'

 

A shout erupted from the trees at the clearing's edge. Mara feltstrong hands thrust her backwards into the litter. Her braceletssnagged the silken hangings as she flung out a hand to break her fall.Awkwardly tumbled against the cushions, she jerked the materialaside and saw Papewaio whirl to defend her, his sword gliding fromits scabbard. Overturned by his foot, the dipper spun and shatteredagainst a stone. Fragments pelted Mara's ankles as the swords ofher warriors hissed from their sheaths to meet the attack of theoutlaws who charged from cover.

 

Through the closing ranks of her defenders, Mara glimpsed aband of men with drawn weapons running towards the wagons.Despite being dirty, thin, and raggedly clad, the raiders advanced inwell-organized ranks. The ravine echoed with shouts as they stroveto break the line of defenders. Fine cloth crumpled between Mara'shands. Her warriors were many times outnumbered. Aware thather father and brother had faced worse battles than this on the%sword. Papewaio's voice prevailed over the confusion, his officer'splume readily visible through the press; at his signal, the battlehardenedwarriors of the Acoma gave way with almost mechanicaldiscipline.

 

The attack faltered. With no honour to be gained from retreat,the usual Tsurani tactic was to charge, not assume a defensiveposture; the sight of wagons being abandoned warned the ruffiansto caution. Enclosed by the green-armoured backs of her escort,Mara heard a high-pitched shout. Feet slapped earth as theattackers checked. Except for the unarmed drivers, and the cringingpresence of the water-bearer, the wagons had been abandonedwithout dispute; seemingly the warriors had withdrawn to defendthe more valuable treasure.

 

Slowly, warily, the bandits approached. Between the bodies ofher defenders, Mara saw lacquered wagons gleam as an enemyforce numbering five times greater than her escort closed in a halfcircle around the spring.

 

The trickle of water was overlaid by the creak of armour and thefast, nervous breathing of tense men. Papewaio held position byMara's litter, a chiselled statue with drawn sword. For a long; tenseminute, movement seemed suspended. Then a man behind enemylines barked an order; two bandits advanced and sliced the tiesbinding the cloth that covered the wagons. Mara felt sweat springalong her spine as eager hands bared Acoma goods to the sunlight.Now came the most difficult moment, since for a time her warriorsmust hold their line regardless of insult or provocation. Only if theoutlaws threatened Mara would the Acoma soldiers answer.

The bandits quickly realized then that no counterattack would beforthcoming. With shouts of exultation, they hefted bags of thyzafrom the wagon; others edged closer to the Acoma guard, curious tosee what treasure would merit such protection. As they neared,Mara caught glimpses of grimy knuckles, tattered cloth, and a crudeand mismatched accumulation of weapons. Yet the manner inwhich the blades were held indicated training and skill, and ruthlessneed. These were men desperate enough to kill and die for a wagonweight of poor quality thyza.

 

A shout of unmistakable authority cut through the jubilation ofthe men beside the wagon. 'Wait! Let that be!' Falling silent, the

bandits turned from their booty, some with sacks of grain stillclutched to their breast.

 

'Let us see what else fortune has brought us this day.' A slender,bearded man who was obviously the commander of the band brokethrough the ranks of his underlings and strode boldly towards thewarriors guarding Mara. He paused midway between the lines,sword at the ready and a cocky sureness to his manner that causedPapewaio to draw himself up.

 

'Steady, Pape,'Mara whispered, more to reassure herself than torestrain her Strike Leader. Stifled in the confines of her litter, shewatched the bandit make a disparaging gesture with his sword.

'What's this? Why should men with swords and armour and thehonour of a great house not fight?' The bandit commander shiftedhis weight, betraying underlying uneasiness. No Tsurani warrior hehad known had ever hesitated to attack, even die, since the highestaccolade a fighter could earn was to perish in battle. Another stepbrought him near enough to catch sight of Mara's litter. No longerpuzzled, he craned his neck, then cried, 'A woman!'

Mara's hands tightened in her lap. Head high, her pale faceexpressionless, she watched the bandit leader break into a widegrin. As if a dozen warriors standing ready to dispute his conquestwere no deterrent, he spun to face his companions. 'A fine day, men.A caravan, and a captive, and not a man's blood spilled to the RedGod!'

 

Interested, the nearer outlaws dropped sacks of thyza andcrowded together, weapons aggressively angled towards the Acomalines. Their commander turned in Mara's direction and shouted,'Lady, I trust your father or husband is loving and rich, or if notloving, then at least rich. For you are now our hostage.'

Mara jerked aside the curtain of the litter. She acceptedPapewaio's hand and rose, saying, 'Your conclusion may bepremature, bandit.'

 

Her poise caused the outlaw leader a stab of uncertainty; hestepped back, daunted by her confidence. But the armed companyat his back lost none of their eagerness, and more men drifted fromthe woods to observe the exchange.

 

Looking past the shoulders of her guards at the slender man,Mara demanded, 'What is your name?'

 

Regaining his bantering manner, the bandit leader leaned on his

sword, 'Lujan, Lady.' He still showed deference to one obviouslynoble. 'Since I am destined to be your host for a time, may I enquirewhom I have the honour of addressing?'

 

Several outlaws laughed at their leader's mock display ofmanners. Mara's escort stiffened with affront, but the girl herselfremained calm. 'I am Mara, Lady of the Acoma.'

Conflicting expressions played across Lujan's face: surprise,amusement, concern, then at last consideration; he lifted his swordand gestured delicately with the point. 'Then you are withouthusband or father, Lady of the Acoma. You must negotiate yourown ransom.' Even as he spoke, his eyes played across thewoodlands behind Papewaio and Mara, for her confident stanceand the smallness of her retinue suggested something out of place.Ruling Ladies of great houses did not place themselves at riskwithout reason. Something in his posture caused alarm in his men,nearly a hundred and fifty of them, as well as Mara could estimate.Their nervousness grew as she watched; some cast about for signs oftrouble, while others seemed on the point of charging Papewaio'sposition without order.

 

As if the situation were not about to turn from dangerous todeadly, Mara smiled and fingered her bracelets. 'My ForceCommander said I might be annoyed by an unkempt lot like you.'Her voice became peevish. 'I despise him when he's right. Now I'llnever hear the end of his pattering!' At this some of the outlawsburst into laughter.

 

Papewaio showed no reaction to this unlikely description ofKeyoke. He relaxed slightly, aware that his mistress sought to lessentension and avoid an imminent conflict.

 

Mara looked at the bandit chieftain, outwardly defiant butsecretly attempting to gauge his mood. He insolently levelled hisweapon in her direction. 'How convenient for us you failed to takeyour adviser's suggestion seriously. In future you would be welladvised to heed such counsel . . . if you have the opportunity.'

Several of the Acoma soldiers tensed at the implied threat.Surreptitiously Mara touched Papewaio's back to reassure him,then said girlishly, 'Why would I not have the opportunity?'

With a display of mock regret, Lujan lowered his sword.'Because, Lady, if our negotiations prove unsatisfactory, you will bein no position to hear your Force Commander again.' His eyes

darted, seeking possible trouble; everything about this raid wasaskew.

 

'What do you mean!' Mara stamped her foot as she spoke,ignoring the dangerous attitude the bandit's threat roused in herescort.

 

'I mean that while I'm not certain how much value you place onyour own freedom, I do know what price you'll fetch on the slaveblocks at Migran.' Lujan jumped back a half step, sword poised, asAcoma guards barely restrained themselves from answering suchinsult with attack. Sure of retaliation, the bandits raised weaponsand crouched.

 

Lujan scanned the clearing furiously as both sides stood on thebrink of combat. Yet no change came. A gleam of understandingentered the outlaw's eyes. 'You plot something, pretty mistress?'The words were half question, half statement.

 

Unexpectedly amused by the man's impudence, Mara saw thatthe outlaw's brash and provocative comments were intended to testher mettle in turn. She realized how closely she had come tounderestimating this Lujan. That such a clever man could go towaste! she thought. Striving to buy time, she shrugged like a spoiledchild.

 

Lujan stepped boldly forward and, reaching through the line ofher guards, fingered the scarf at her neck with a rough and dirtyhand.

 

Reaction followed instantaneously. Lujan felt sudden pressureagainst his wrist. Looking down, he saw Papewaio's sword a hairsbreadthaway from severing his hand. The outlaw's head jerked upso his eyes were level with the Strike Leader's. In flat tones Papewaiosaid, 'There is a limit.'

 

Lujan's fingers unclenched slowly, freeing Mara's scarf. He

smiled nervously, adroitly withdrawing his hand, then steppedaway from Mara's guard. His manner now turned suspicious andhostile, for under normal circumstances to touch a Lady in such away would have cost his life. 'There is some deception here, Lady.What game is this?' He gripped his sword tightly, and his menshuffled forward, awaiting only his order to attack.

Suddenly aware that Mara and her officer were closely observingthe rocks above the clearing, the bandit chieftain swore. 'No RulingLady would travel with so few warriors! Aie, I am a fool!'He started forward, and his men tensed to charge, when Marashouted, 'Keyoke!'

 

An arrow sped through the air to strike the ground between theoutlaw leader's legs. He pulled up short, as if reaching the end of atether. Teetering for an instant on his toes, he awkwardly stumbledback a pace. A voice rang out from above. 'One step closer to mymistress, and you're a dead man!' Lujan spun towards the voice,and high above Keyoke pointed a drawn sword at the banditchieftain. The Force Commander nodded grimly, and an archerfired a signal arrow over the ridge of the ravine. It rose with awhistling scream, cutting through his shout as he called to hissubcommanders. 'Ansami! Mesai !'

 

Other shouts answered from the woods. Flanked from the rear,outlaws whirled to catch glimpses of polished armour between thetrees, the tall plumes of an officer's helm at the fore. Uncertain howlarge a force had been pitched against him, the bandit chieftainreacted instantaneously. In desperation, he whirled and yelled hiscommand to charge the guard around Mara's litter.

A second shout from Keyoke jerked his offensive short. 'Dacoya!Hunzai! Advance! Prepare to fire!'

 

The skyline above the ridge suddenly became notched with thesilhouettes of a hundred helms, punctuated by the curved horns ofbows. A racket erupted, as if several hundred men advancedthrough the woods that surrounded the clearing.

The bandit chieftain gestured, and his men stumbled to a halt.Caught at an uncomfortable disadvantage, he scanned the sides ofthe ravine in a belated attempt to assess his odds of recovery. Onlyone senior officer stood in clear sight; he had called the names offour Strike Leaders. Eyes narrowed against sun glare, Lujanreviewed the deployment of his own men. The situation was next toimpossible.

 

Mara had abandoned her girlish airs. Without even a glance ather bodyguard for direction, she said, 'Lujan, order your men to puttheir weapons down.'

 

'Has reason fled?' Soundly outflanked, and caught in a bottleneckedposition, the outlaw leader straightened with a defiantsmile. 'Lady, I salute your plan to rid your estates of peskyneighbours, but even now, I must point out, your person is still atrisk. We are trapped, but you could still die with us.' Even in the face

of overwhelming odds, this man sought to wrest circumstance to hisadvantage. 'Perhaps we could come to some sort of accommodation,'he quickly observed. His voice reflected a roguish banterand desperate bluff, but never a trace of fear. 'Perhaps if you let usdepart in peace . . .'

 

Mara inclined her head. 'You misjudge us.' Her jade braceletsclinked in the stillness as she placed a hand on Papewaio's arm,moving him slightly aside. Then she stepped past him and herguards, confronting the bandit chief face to face. 'As Ruling Lady ofthe Acoma, I have placed myself at risk so that we might speak.'

Lujan glanced at the ridgetop. Perspiration glistened on hisforehead, which he blotted on his tattered and dirty sleeve. 'I amlistening, Lady.'

 

Her guards like statues at her back, Mara caught the ruffian'sgaze and held it. 'First you must put down your weapons.'

The man returned a bitter laugh. 'I may not be a giftedcommander, my Lady, but I am not an idiot. If I am to greet the RedGod this day, still I will not surrender myself and my companions tobe hung for stealing some cows and grain.'

 

'Though you have stolen from the Acoma, and killed a slave boy,I have not gone to this trouble simply to see you hang, Lujan.'

Though Mara's words rang sincere, the outlaws were reluctant tobelieve; weapons shifted among their ranks, and eyes darted fromthe threatening force on the ridge to the smaller band of soldierswho guarded the girl. As tension intensified, Lujan said, 'Lady, ifyou have a point to make, I suggest you speak quickly, else we mayfind a number of us dying, you and I first among them.'

Without orders, and with no deference for rank, Papewaio closedthe distance between himself and his mistress. Gently but firmly hemoved Mara back and interposed himself between the Ruling Ladyand the bandit leader.

 

Mara allowed the familiarity without comment. 'I will guaranteeyou this: surrender to me and listen to my proposal. If you wish toleave when I have done speaking with you and your men, then youwill be free to depart. So long as you never again raid Acoma lands, Iwill not trouble you. On this you have my word.'

Uncomfortably aware that archers even now trained theirweapons upon his person, Lujan regarded his men. To the last,miserable rank, they were undernourished, some scrawny to the

verge of ill health. Most carried only a single weapon, a badly madesword or knife; few wore adequate clothing, much less armour. Itwould be a poor contest if it came to a fight against Mara'simpeccably turned-out guard. The bandit leader glanced from faceto scruffy face, meeting the eyes of men who had been hiscompanions through difficult times. Most indicated with a nod theywould follow his lead.

 

Lujan turned back to Mara with a slight sigh and reversed hissword. 'Lady, I have no house to call upon, but what shred ofpersonal honour I call my own is now in your hands.' Hesurrendered his blade to Papewaio. Weaponless and entirelydependent upon her goodwill, he bowed with stiff irony andcommended his following to accept his example.

The sun beat down on the green lacquered armour of the Acomaand the ragged shoulders of the bandit company. Only birds brokethe silence, and the trickle of the spring, as men studied the girl inher fine robes and jewellery. At last one bandit stepped forth andsurrendered his knife; he was followed by another with a scarredleg, and another, until in a wave the company gave over theirweapons. Blades tumbled from loosened fingers, to fall with aclatter at the feet of the Acoma warriors. Shortly not an outlawremained who carried arms.

 

When the men of her retinue had collected the swords, Marastepped forward. The bandits parted to let her past, wary of her,and of the bared blade Papewaio still carried at her shoulder. Whileon duty, the First Strike Leader of the Acoma had a manner even thebravest man would not lightly challenge. The most reckless of theoutlaws maintained their distance, even when the warrior turnedhis back to lift Mara to the tailboard of the nearest wagon.

Looking down on the ragged company, the Lady of the Acomasaid, 'Is this all of your men, Lujan?'

 

The fact that she had issued no order to relax the stance of herarchers caused the bandit leader to reply with honesty. 'Most arehere. Fifty more maintain our camp in the forest or forage nearby.Another dozen keep watch on the various roads.'

Perched atop the thyza sacks, Mara hastily calculated. 'Youcommand perhaps twelve dozen here. How many of these weresoldiers? Let them answer for themselves.'

 

Of the band clustered around the rear of the wagon, close to sixty

raised their hands. Mara smiled encouragement and said, 'Fromwhat houses?'

 

Proud to be asked of their former heritage, they shouted,'Saydano!' 'Almach!' 'Raimara!' and other houses known to Mara,most of which had been destroyed in Almecho's rise to the office ofWarlord, just before Ichindar's succession to the throne of theEmpire. As the clamour died down, Lujan added, 'I was once StrikeLeader of the Kotai, Lady.'

 

Mara arranged her sleeves and sat; her frown grew pensive.'What of the rest of you?'

 

A man stepped forward. Burly despite the evident ravages ofhunger, he bowed. 'Mistress, I was a farmer from the Kotai estatesto the west of Migran. When my master died, I fled, and followedthis man.' He pointed respectfully to Lujan. 'He has cared well forhis own over the years, though ours has been a life of wandering andhardship.'

 

Mara gestured to the fringes of the company. 'Criminals?'

Lujan answered for the rest. 'Men without masters, Lady. Somewere free farmers who lost their land for taxes. Others were guiltyof misdemeanour. Many are grey warriors. But murderers, thieves,and men without principle are given no welcome in my camp.' Heindicated the surrounding woods. 'Oh, there are murderers around,have no doubt. Your patrols have grown lax over the last fewmonths, and the wilds provide safe haven. But in my band we haveonly honest outlaws.' He laughed weakly at his own jest, adding, 'Ifthere be such.' He sobered and regarded Mara keenly. 'Now, willthe Lady tell us why she concerns herself with the fate of suchunfortunates as we?'

 

Mara gave him a smile that hinted at irony, and signalled toKeyoke. The Force Commander called for his troops to relax theirbattle-ready stance. As the archers on the ridge arose from cover,

not even the sun's glare could hide the fact that they were notwarriors at all, but boys and old farmhands and slaves, deceptivelyclad in bits of armour or green-dyed cloth. What had seemed anarmy was now revealed for what it was: a single company ofsoldiers who numbered less than half as many as the outlaws,accompanied by workers and children from the Acoma estates.

A mutter of chagrin arose from the outlaws, and Lujan shook hishead with a look of surprise and awe. 'Mistress, what have youwrought?'

 

'A possibility, Lujan . . . for all of us.'

 

Afternoon cast long shadows across the grass by the spring wherethe needra grazed, their tails switching insects. Perched atop thewagon, Mara regarded the ragged band of outlaws who sat on theground at the fringes of the forest eagerly finishing the meat, fruit,and thyza bread her cooks had distributed among them. Althoughthe meal was better than many had seen in months, the Lady of theAcoma observed a pervasive discomfort among the men. To betaken in battle was to become a slave, that was an incontrovertibleway of life. The fact that Acoma honour guaranteed their status asfree men, and the generous hospitality that had fed them, earned aguarded if tenuous trust. Yet this strange young Ruling Lady hadnot spoken of why she had contrived this odd meeting, and theoutlaws remained suspicious.

 

Mara studied the men and found them much like the soldiers,workers, and slaves of her estate. Yet one quality seemed absent;had these men stood dressed in nobles' robes, still she would haveknown them for outcasts. As the last crumbs of the meal wereconsumed, she knew the time had come to speak her offer.

With Papewaio and Keyoke stationed by the wagon at her side,the girl drew a resolute breath and raised her voice. 'You outlaws, Iam Mara, Lady of the Acoma. You have stolen from me, and forthat are in my debt. To discharge that obligation honourably, I askthat you listen to my words.'

 

Seated in the front ranks, Lujan set aside his wine cup andanswered. 'The Lady of the Acoma is gracious to concern herselfwith the honour of outlaws. All in my company are pleased to agreeto this.'

 

Mara searched the face of the bandit chief, seeking any sign ofmockery; instead she found interest, curiosity, and sly humour. Shefound herself liking this man. 'You here are counted outcasts formany reasons, so I have been told. All are considered markedunkindly by fate.' The man with the scarred leg called out inagreement, and others shifted position, leaning raptly forward.Satisfied she had their attention, Mara added, 'For some of you,misfortune came because you outlived the masters you served.'

A man with bark wristbands shouted, 'And so we are dishonoured!'

Another echoed him. 'And so we have no honour!'

Mara raised her hand for silence. 'Honour is in doing one's duty.If a man is sent to guard a distant holding and his master diesbeyond his capacity to defend him, is he without honour? If awarrior is wounded in battle and lies unconscious while his masterdies, is it his fault that he lives and his master does not?' Maralowered her arm with a brisk clash of bracelets, her tone changed tocommand. 'All who were servants, farmers, and workers, raise yourhand.'

 

A dozen or so men complied without hesitation. The othersshifted uncertainly, eyes flicking from the Lady to their comrades asthey waited to see what she proposed.

 

'I have need of workers.' Mara made an encompassing gestureand smiled. 'I will allow you to take service with my hadonra.'

Order vanished. All the bandits began speaking at once, frommutters to shouts, for the Lady's offer was one unprecedentedwithin the Empire. Keyoke waved his sword for silence, even as anemboldened farmer leaped to his feet. 'When the Lord of theMinwanabi slew my master, I ran away. But the law says I am slaveto the conquering Lord.'

 

Mara's voice cut clearly over the confusion. 'The law says no suchthing!' Stillness fell, and all eyes turned towards her. Poised, angry,yet seeming beautiful in her rich robes to men who had knownmonths or even years of deprivation in the wilderness, she resumedwith firm encouragement. 'Tradition says a worker is a spoil of war.The conqueror decides who is more valued as a free man, and who isto be a slave. The Minwanabi are my enemies, so if you are a spoil ofwar, then I will decide your status. You are free.'

The silence at this point became oppressive, charged like theshimmer of heat waves above sun-baked rock. Men shifted

restlessly, troubled by the upset of order as they knew it, for socialsubtleties dictated every walk of Tsurani life. To change thefundamental was to sanction dishonour and risk the unbinding of acivilization that had continued unbroken for centuries.

Mara sensed the confusion among the men; glancing first to thefarmers, whose faces wore transparent expressions of hope, then tothe most sceptical and hardened of the grey warriors, she borrowedfrom the philosophies learned at Lashima's temple. 'The traditionwe live by is like the river that springs from the mountain lands andflows always to the sea. No man may turn that current uphill. To trywould defy natural law. Like the Acoma, many of you have knownmisfortune. Like the Acoma, I ask you to join in turning the courseof tradition, even as storms sometimes cause a river to carve a newbed.'

 

The girl paused, eyes veiled by her lashes as she stared down ather hands. This moment was critical, for if even one outlaw criedout in opposition to what she had said, she would lose control. Thesilence weighed upon her unbearably. Then, without a word,Papewaio calmly removed his helm; the black scarf of thecondemned upon his brow lay bare for all to see.

Lujan exclaimed in astonishment, startled as the rest to find aman condemned to death standing in a position of honour in theretinue of a great Lady. Proud of Pape's loyalty, and the gesture hehad made to show that shame could be other than traditiondictated, Mara smiled and laid light fingers on the shoulder of herStrike Leader. 'This man serves me with pride. Will others amongyou not do the same?' To the farmer displaced by the Minwanabishe said, 'If the Lord who vanquished your master wishes anotherfarmer, then let him come for you.' with a nod towards Keyoke andher warriors, she added, 'The Minwanabi will have to fight to takeyou. And upon my estate you shall be a free man.'

The farmer sprang forward with wild cry of joy. 'You offer yourhonour?'

 

'You have my honour,' answered Mara, and Keyoke bowed toaffirm his loyalty to her command.

 

The farmer knelt where he stood, and offered crossed wrists toMara in the time-honoured gesture of fealty. 'Lady, I am your man.Your honour is my honour.' With those words the farmerannounced to all that he would die as readily as any of her warriorsto defend the Acoma name.

 

Mara nodded formally, and Papewaio left her side. He wendedhis way through the bandit company until he stood before thefarmer. By ancient ritual, he placed a cord about the man's wrists,then removed the mock bonds, showing that the man who mighthave been kept as slave was instead accepted as a free man. Excitedtalk broke out as a dozen other men crowded around. They knelt in

a circle around Papewaio, eager to accept Mara's offer and the hopeof a new life.

 

Keyoke detailed a warrior to gather the newly sworn workerstogether; Acoma guards would accompany them back to the estate,where they would be assigned housing and field work by Jican.

The remaining company of bandits watched with the hope of thedesperate as Mara spoke again. 'You who were outlawed, whatwere your crimes?'

 

A short man, pale with sickness, called hoarsely. 'I spoke ill of apriest, Lady.'

 

'I kept grain back from the tax collector for my hungry children,'cried another.

 

The list of petty misdemeanours continued until Mara hadascertained the truth of Lujan's claim that thieves and murderersfound no sanctuary within his company. To the condemned shesaid, 'Leave as you will, or take service as free men. As Ruling Ladyof the Acoma, I offer you pardon within the borders of my lands.'Although imperial amnesty was beyond the authority of any RulingLord or Lady, Mara knew no minister of the imperial governmentwould likely raise objections over the fate of a lowly, next-tonamelessfield hand - especially if he had never heard of such anamnesty.

 

The pardoned men grinned at the cleverness of the Lady andhurried to Papewaio to swear service. They knelt gladly. As Acomaworkers they might face threat from Mara's enemies, but danger inservice to a great house was preferable to their bitter existence asoutlaws.

 

The shadows of afternoon lengthened beneath the trees; goldenlight scattered through where the branches were thinnest. Maralooked at the depleted ranks of the outlaw band, and her gazesettled at last upon Lujan. 'You soldiers without masters, listencarefully.' She paused, waiting while the jubilant talk of the newlysworn workers dwindled down the road. Delicate next toPapewaio's muscled fitness, Mara challenged the gaze of theroughest and most unkempt among Lujan's followers. 'I offer athing no warrior in the history of the Empire has known: a secondbeginning. Who among you will return to my estate, to shape anewhis honour . . . by kneeling outside the sacred grove and offeringoath to the natami of the Acoma?'

 

Silence descended upon the glade, and for a moment it seemedthat no man dared to breathe. Then pandemonium erupted. Menshouted questions and were shouted down in turn by others whoclaimed to know answers. Dirty hands jabbed the air to emphasizepoints of law, and feet stamped earth as excited men jumped to theirfeet and surged towards Mara's wagon.

 

Papewaio stopped the rush with drawn sword, and, hurryingfrom the wagons, Keyoke shouted a command.

 

Silence fell; slowly the bandits settled. Quiet once more, theywaited for their leader to speak.

 

Respectful of Papewaio's vigilance, Lujan bowed carefully beforethe girl who threatened to upset the life he had known pastrecovery. 'Lady, your words are ... astonishing ... generousbeyond imagining. But we have no masters to free us of our formerservice.' Something akin to defiance flickered in his eyes.

Mara noticed and strove to understand. Though roguish, evenhandsome beneath his grime, the outlaw bore himself in the mannerof a man threatened; and suddenly the girl knew why. These mensimply owned no sense of purpose, living from day to day, withouthope. If she could make them take fate back into their own handsand swear loyalty to the Acoma, she would gain warriors ofinestimable value. But she had to make them believe once more.

'You have no service,' she said gently to Lujan.

'But we gave oath . . .' His voice fell to barely above a whisper.'No offer like this has been made before. We . . . Who among us canknow what is honourable?' Lujan seemed half pleading, as if hewished Mara to dictate what was right; and the rest of the companylooked to their chieftain for guidance.

 

Suddenly feeling every inch the unseasoned seventeen-year-oldnovice of Lashima, Mara turned to Keyoke for support. The oldwarrior did not fail her. Though he was as discomforted as Lujan bythis abuse of tradition, his voice remained calm. 'A soldier must diein the service of his master, or be dishonoured, so it is held. Yet, asmy Lady points out, if fate decrees otherwise, no man is fit to arguewith the gods. If the gods do not wish you to serve the Acoma, theirdispleasure will certainly be visited upon that house. My Ladyassumes that risk, in her own behalf, and yours. With or without thefavour of heaven, all of us will die. But the bold among you willchance misfortune,' and he paused for a long moment beforeadding, 'and die as soldiers.'

 

Lujan rubbed his wrists, unconvinced. To anger the gods was toinvite utter ruination. At least as an outlaw the miserable existencehe would endure for life might expiate his failure to die with hismaster, perhaps earning his soul a higher station when it was nextbound to the Wheel of Life.

 

As the bandits reflected the nervousness of their leader, eachplainly divided within himself, Papewaio scratched his scar and saidthoughtfully, 'I am Papewaio, First Strike Leader of the Acoma. Iwas born to service with this house, but my father and grandfathercounted kin with cousins serving the Shinzawai, the Wedewayo, theAnasati . . .' He paused and, when no man spoke, added the namesof several more houses

 

Lujan stood frozen, his eyes half-closed, as behind him a man calledout. 'My father served the house of Wedewayo, where I lived before Itook service with the Lord of the Serak. His name was Almaki.'

Papewaio nodded, thinking quickly. 'Was this the Almaki whowas cousin to Papendaio, who was my father?'

 

The man shook his head in disappointment. 'No, but I knew him.He was called Little Almaki, as my father was Big Almaki. I hadother cousins of my father serving there, though.'

Papewaio beckoned the man from the ranks, and out of Mara'shearing, they spoke quietly for several minutes. After an animatedinterval the bandit broke into a broad grin, and the Strike Leaderturned to his mistress with a deferential bow. 'My Lady, this isToram. His uncle was cousin to a man who married a woman whowas sister to the woman who married my father's nephew. He is mycousin, and worthy of service to the Acoma.'

 

Mara hid a smile behind her sleeve. Pape and the obviously clever

Toram had seized upon a simple fact of Tsurani culture. Second andthird sons of soldiers by tradition were free to take service withhouses other than those in which they were born. By treating thisgrey warrior as if he were a youth, Papewaio had circumventedLujan's question of honour entirely. When Mara had recovered herdecorum, she said simply, 'Pape, call your cousin into our service, ifhe is willing.'

 

Papewaio caught Toram's shoulder in brotherly fashion.Cousin, you are called to serve the Acoma.'

 

The man raised his chin with newfound pride and crisplyannounced his acceptance. 'I will come!'

His words touched off a rush among the outlaws, as mencrowded around the dozen Acoma soldiers and began exchangingthe names of relations. Again Mara fought down a smile. AnyTsurani of noble birth, or any soldier, knew his bloodlines backseveral generations, as well as cousins, aunts, and uncles, most ofwhom he knew by name only. When two Tsurani met for the firsttime, an elaborate inquiry after the health of relatives began, untilhistories were exchanged and the two strangers knew who stoodhigher upon the social ladder. It was almost impossible that, aftersufficient conversation, some tenuous relationship would not bediscovered, allowing the grey warriors to be called to service.

Mara allowed Papewaio to offer his hand so she might step downfrom the wagon. Bandits gathered in knots around differentsoldiers, happy voices shouting out questions and answers asrelationships were determined. Lujan shook his head in wonder andfaced Mara, his eyes alight with poorly masked emotions. 'MyLady, your ruse to capture us was masterful and . . . alone wouldhave made me proud to serve you. This . . .' His hand waved at themilling, excited men. 'This is beyond understanding.' Nearlyovercome by his feelings, he turned away a moment, swallowedhard, then looked back at Mara, his face again a proper Tsuranimask, though his eyes were shining. 'I do not know if . . . it is right,but I will take service gladly, and I will make Acoma honour mine.My life will be yours as you will, my Lady. And should my life beshort, it will be a good life, to again wear house colour.' Hestraightened, all trace of his rakishness put aside. He studied Marafor a long moment, his eyes locked with hers. The words he spokethen impressed her ever afterward with their sincerity. 'I hope fatespares me death for many years, mistress, that I may stay near yourside. For I think you play the Game of the Council.' Then with anear loss of self-control, moisture gleamed in his eyes and his facesplit in a grin. 'And I think the Empire will never be the same for it.'

Mara stood silent, while Lujan bowed and moved away tocompare relations with the Acoma soldiers and find common kin,no matter how distant the tie. Then, with Keyoke's permission, hesent runners to camp to call the rest of his following to the spring.The latecomers arrived in varying states of disbelief. But when theysaw the lady seated upon the thyza wagon as though she held courtin the pillared shade of her estate hall, their scepticism lost impetus.

Convinced in the end by the exuberance of comrades already swornto Acoma service, they recited lists of cousins and in-laws until they,too, had regained the honour of house service.

Afternoon passed, the trees above the rim of the ravine stripingthe clearing with lengthened shadows. The heat lessened and thelate breezes bore a woodsy scent, as the branches above the caravanrustled restlessly. Satisfied with the events of the day, Mara watcheda flock of gaguin birds swoop down to feed upon insects blownalong by the breeze. As they finished their meal and sped raucouslyoff to the south, she realized how tired and hungry she was.

As though thinking in concert with her, Keyoke paused byMara's side. 'Lady, we must leave directly if we are to reach yourestate by nightfall.'

 

Mara nodded, longing now for soft cushions in place of roughbags of thyza. Weary as she was of the stares of hungry men, theprivacy of her litter seemed suddenly inviting. Loudly enough forthe men to hear, she called, 'Let us be away, then, ForceCommander. There are Acoma soldiers here who would like a bath,a hot meal, and rest in a barracks where the fog won't dampen theirblankets.'

 

Even Mara could not keep her eyes free of moisture at the shoutof unalloyed joy that sprang from the lips of the bandits. Men whoso recently had stood ready to fight against her now were eager todefend her. Silently the girl gave thanks to Lashima. This firstvictory had come easily; but against the strength of the Minwanabi,and the scheming cleverness of the Anasati, in the future her successwould come with difficulty, if at all.

 

Jostled back against the cushions as her slaves raised her litter,Mara felt limp. She allowed herself a deep sigh of relief. All thedoubt and fear suppressed through armed confrontation andnegotiation with the bandits surfaced behind the privacy of hercurtains. Until now she had not dared admit how frightened she hadbeen. Her body quivered with unexpected chills. Aware that

dampness would mar the fine silk of her gown, she sniffed andsuppressed a maddening urge to weep. Lano had ridiculed heremotional outbursts as a child, teasing her about not being Tsurani- though women were not expected to hold themselves in check theway men did.

 

Remembering his laughing banter and the fact that she had neverseen her father betray any uncertainty, any doubts or fears, sheclosed her eyes, immersing herself in an exercise to calm herself. Thevoice of the teaching sister who had schooled her at the temple ofLashima seemed to answer within her mind: learn the nature of self,accept all aspects of self, then the mastery can begin. Denial of self isdenial of all.

 

Mara sniffed again. Now her nose dripped also. Pushing hersleeves out of harm's way, she silently admitted the truth. She hadbeen terrified, most so at the moment she had thought the banditsmight be attacking her estates while she futilely searched the hillsfor them.

 

Again Mara scolded herself: this is not how a Ruling Lady acts!Then she understood the root of her feelings: she didn't know how aRuling Lady was expected to act. Lacking any schooling ingovernance, she was a temple girl thrust into the deadliest contest inthe Empire.

 

Mara reviewed an early lesson from her father: doubts could onlycripple one's ability to act decisively; and in the Game of theCouncil, to hesitate was to die.

 

To avoid dwelling on weakness, Mara peered through a crack inthe curtains at the newly recruited Acoma retainers. Despite soiledclothing, haggard faces, arms like sticks, and eyes of frightenedanimals, these men were soldiers, yet now Mara recognized aquality in them she had failed to see before: these outlaws, even theroguish Lujan, had been just as frightened as she. Mara found thatperplexing, until she reconsidered the ambush from their perspective.Despite being outnumbered, the Acoma warriors were allbattle-tested soldiers, properly armed and fit. Some of these greywarriors hadn't seen a decent meal in a year. And their weaponswere an odd assortment of discarded, stolen, or crudely fashionedswords and knives. Only a few had anything like a shield and nonewore body armour. No, thought Mara, many of those sad,desperate men must have expected some of their unfortunatebrotherhood to die this day. And each would have wondered if he'dbe among that number.

 

The men marched unaware of their mistress's observation. Theirfaces revealed a play of other emotions, among them hope and thefear of false hope. Mara sank back upon the cushions, absently

focusing on the colourful design of the litter's tapestry covering. Howhad she suddenly come to see all these things in these men's faces?Could her fear have triggered some perceptiveness she had notunderstood within herself? Then, as if her brother, Lanokota, satbeside her, memory of his presence filled her mind. If she closed hereyes she could hear him whisper, 'You are growing up, little sister.'

Suddenly Mara could no longer contain her tears. Now herweeping did not arise from sorrow but from a jubilant upwellingsimilar to the joy she had known when Lano had last won thesummer games in Sulan-Qu. On that day Mara and her father hadcheered like peasants from the stands, for a time unconcerned withthe mores of social status and decorum; only now her emotionsswept her tenfold more powerfully.

 

She had won. She had tasted her first victory in the Game of theCouncil, and the experience whetted her wits, left her yearning forsomething more and greater. For the first time in life she understoodwhy the great Lords strove, and even died, for the chance to gain inhonour.

 

Smiling through the tracks of tears, she allowed the motion of thelitter to relax her body. No one she faced across the invisible gamingtable of Tsurani politics would know of this move, at least notdirectly and not for some time. But where Minwanabi treachery hadreduced the Acoma home garrison to fifty soldiers, she nowcommanded the loyalty of better than two hundred. Since greywarriors were scattered in hideouts the breadth of the Empire, shecould employ these men to recruit more. Should she gain butanother week from her sending the box with the feather and cord tothe Lord of the Minwanabi, then she might have five hundred ormore soldiers to offset his next threat. Mara felt joyous. She knewvictory! And two voices arose from memory. On one hand theteaching sister said, 'Child, be wary of the lure of power andtriumph, for all such things are transitory.' But Lano's impetuousvoice urged her to appreciate her accomplishments. 'Enjoy victorywhile you can, Mara-anni. Enjoy it while you can.'

Mara lay back, tired enough to set her mind at rest. As her slaves

bore her homeward through the deepening shadows of sundown,she smiled slightly in the privacy of her litter. While she knew thather situation was still almost hopeless, she was going to take Lano'sadvice. Life must be savoured while it lasted.

The wagon wheels creaked and turned and the needra snorted,while the dust of tramping men turned the air ochre and gold.Sunset faded slowly to twilight as Mara's unlikely caravan with itsill-assorted company of men-at-arms made its way down the roadto the Acoma estate.

 

The torches by the main door of the estate house lit a courtyardthrown into confusion. The earlier arrival of the formerly masterlessworkers and farmers had busied Jican and his staff to theexclusion of all else, as meals and quarters and jobs were meted outto all. When Mara's caravan returned on the edge of nightfall withLujan's ragged, underfed warriors, the hadonra threw his hands inthe air and begged the gods for an end to an impossible day's work.Hungry himself, and by now resigned to a tongue-lashing from hiswife for missing his children's bedtime, Jican dispatched word tothe cooks to prepare yet another cauldron of thyza, and to cut coldmeat and fruit. Then, shorter than most of his charges and having tomake up the difference by being tirelessly energetic, the hadonrabegan the task of taking names and tallying which men neededclothing, and which sandals. While Keyoke began the task.ofsorting the newcomers into companies, Jican and his assistantsassembled a team of slaves to sweep out an empty barracks andfetch blankets for sleeping mats. Without formal instructions fromanyone, Lujan took on the role of officer, reassuring or bullyingwhere necessary to help get his company settled.

Into this chaos of milling men and needra wagons sailed Nacoya,her hairpins askew in her agitation. She gave Lujan's raffishcompany a brisk glance and homed in at once on Mara's litter.Weaving a determined path through the press, she arrived just asPapewaio assisted his Lady from the cushions to her feet. Stiff fromsitting and dazzled by the torchlight, Mara observed that silentmoment when her Strike Leader surrendered her care to Nacoya.The invisible line between the domains of bodyguard and nurse layapproximately where the stone walk from the main doors of thehouse touched the roadway.

 

Nacoya accompanied her mistress back to her quarters, one stepbehind her shoulder as was proper. Once through the door, the oldnurse gestured for the maids to withdraw. Then, her expressionobscured by the wavering shadows cast by the oil lamps, she slid thescreen firmly closed.

 

As Mara paused to remove the layers of bracelets and jewelleryshe had worn to seem frivolous throughout her ruse, the nurseaddressed her with flint in her voice. 'What is this sudden return?And who are all those ragged men?'

 

Mara tossed a brooch and jade necklace into a coffer with arattle. After tension, and danger, and the intoxicating euphoria ofsuccess, the nurse's peremptory manner set her teeth on edge;keeping firm rein on herself, she twisted off her rings one by one andrelated in detail the plan she had executed to replenish the Acomagarrison.

 

As the last ornament fell with a click into the pile, Nacoya's voicerose. 'You dared stake the future of the Acoma on so ill-conceived aplan? Girl, do you know what you risked?' Mara turned to faceNacoya and found the nurse's face reddened and her handsclenched. 'Had one of those bandits struck a blow, your men wouldhave died defending you! And for what? So that a scant dozenwarriors would remain to defend the empty shell of this house whenthe Minwanabi came? Who would have defended the natami? NotKeyoke or Papewaio. They would have died!' Near-hysterical withanger, the old woman shook. 'You could have been used by everyone of them! You could have been killed!'

 

Nacoya's voice rose in pitch as if she was unable to contain heranger. 'Instead of this . . . reckless adventure . . . you . . . you shouldhave been deciding upon an appropriate marriage.' Reaching out,Nacoya grabbed Mara's arms and began to shake her, as if she werestill a child. 'If you continue in your headstrong foolishness, you'llfind your prospects limited to the son of some wealthy fertilizermerchant looking to buy a name for his family, while cut-throatsand needra thieves guard your estate!'

 

'Enough!' Startled by the hardness of her own voice, Marapushed the old woman away; and the sharpness of her manner cutthrough Nacoya's tirade as a scythe cuts through grass. The oldwoman bit off her protests. Then, as she seemed on the verge ofspeaking again, Mara said, 'Enough, Nacoya.' Her tone was lowand deadly, barely masking her anger.

 

Mara faced her old nurse. She stepped forward until scant inches

separated them and said, 'I am the Lady of the Acoma.' Thestatement reflected little of the ire of the moment before; softeningfaintly, Mara studied the face of the woman who had raised herfrom childhood. Earnestly she said, 'Mother of my heart, of all whoserve me, you are most loved.' Then her eyes narrowed and firereturned to her words. 'But never forget for an instant you serve me.Touch me like that, address me in such a manner again, Nacoya-ever andI will have you beaten like a kitchen slave. Do youunderstand?'

 

Nacoya wavered an instant and slowly bowed her ancient head.Wisps of loosened hair fluttered at the nape of her neck as she stifflyknelt before Mara until both old knees rested upon the floor. 'I begmy mistress's forgiveness.'

 

After an instant, Mara bent forward and put her arms aroundNacoya's shoulders. 'Oldest and dearest companion, fate haschanged our roles. Only days ago I was a novitiate in the temple andyou were my teacher and mother. Now I must rule over you, even asmy father did. You serve me best by sharing your great wisdom. Butin the end I alone must choose which path to follow.'

Hugging the trembling old woman close, Mara added, 'Andshould you doubt, remember that I was not captured by bandits.Pape and Keyoke didn't die. I chose well. My plans succeeded, andnow we gain back some of what was lost.'

 

Nacoya was silent, then whispered, 'You were right.

Mara released the old woman and clapped her hands twice.Maids hurried in to tend their mistress while the old nurse rose fromthe floor. Shaking still from her reprimand, Nacoya said, 'Lady,have I permission to withdraw?'

 

Mara lifted her chin as a maidservant began unfastening thecollar of her robe. 'Yes, old one, but attend me after I bathe. Wehave much to discuss. I have given much thought to what you'veadvised. The time has come for me to make arrangements formarriage.'

 

Nacoya's dark eyes opened wide. On the heels of Mara's suddenwilfulness, this concession came as a total surprise. 'Your will, myLady,' she said. She bowed and departed, leaving the maids to theirwork. In the dimness of the corridor the old woman straightenedher spine with relief. At last Mara had come to accept her role asRuling Lady. And while the vehemence of Mara's rebuke had stungsharply, the release of responsibility for a child who must managethe honour of her ancestors brought a sense of profound satisfaction.The old nurse nodded to herself. If prudence was not

among Mara's virtues, the girl at least had inherited her father'sastonishing boldness and courage.

 

An hour later the Lady of the Acoma rose from her bathing tub.Two maids wrapped her glistening body in towels while anotherrestored the screens that partitioned the wooden tub from the rest ofthe sleeping quarters. Like all Tsurani great houses, the number andsize of rooms were strictly a function of where and how screens anddoors were placed. By sliding another screen door, Mara's sleepingchamber could be reached from the study without leaving thecentral apartments.

 

The air was still hot. Mara chose the lightest of her silk robes,barely covering mid-thigh and almost transparent, with no heavyembroidery. The day had tired her greatly, and she wished forsimplicity and relaxation. Later, in the cooler hours of late evening,she would don a longer, heavier outer robe. But in the presence ofher maids, and Nacoya, Mara could enjoy the immodest butcomfortable lounging robe.

 

At her Lady's command a maid pulled aside a screen that openedonto a small section of the inner court garden, always available toMara for reflection and contemplation. While a dozen servantscould hurry on errands through the central courtyard of the house,the clever placement of screening shrubs and dwarf trees provided acranny of green where their passing would not intrude.

Nacoya appeared as Mara seated herself before the opening.Silent, and showing signs of nervous exhaustion, the girl motionedfor the nurse to sit opposite her. Then she waited.

'Mistress, I have brought a list of suitable alliances,' Nacoyaopened.

 

Mara continued to stare out the door, her only movement a slightturning of her head as the maidservant in attendance combed outher long, damp hair. Presuming permission to continue, Nacoyaunrolled the parchment between her wrinkled hands. 'Mistress, ifwe are to survive the plots of the Minwanabi and the Anasati, wemust choose our alliance with care. We have three choices, I think.We can ally ourselves with an old and honoured name whoseinfluence has gone into decline. Or we can choose a husband froma family newly powerful and wealthy, but seeking honour,tradition, and political alliance. Or we might seek a family that

would ally because your family's name would add to some ambitionof their own in the Great Game.'

 

Nacoya paused to allow Mara the chance to reply. But the youngwoman continued to stare into the gloom of the garden, the faintestof frowns creasing her brow. The maid finished with the combing;she bundled Mara's hair into a neat knot, bowed, and withdrew.

Nacoya waited. When Mara still made no move, she cleared herthroat, then opened the scroll with well-concealed exasperation andsaid, 'I have ruled out those families who are powerful but lacktradition. You would be better served by a marriage to a son of ahouse that in turn has powerful allies. As this means possibleentanglements with the allies of the Minwanabi and, especially, theAnasati, there are few truly acceptable houses.' She looked again atMara, but the Lady of the Acoma seemed to be listening solely to thecalls of the insects that wakened into song after sundown.

As servants made rounds to trim the lamps, Nacoya saw that thefrown had deepened upon Mara's face.The old nurse straightenedthe parchment with a purposeful motion. 'Of all those likely to beinterested, the best choices would be . . .'

 

Mara suddenly spoke. 'Nacoya. If the Minwanabi are the singlemost powerful house in the Empire, which house is the mostpowerfully politically connected?'

 

Nacoya pushed her list into her lap. 'The Anasati, withoutquestion. If the Lord of the Anasati did not exist, this list would befive times as long. That man has forged alliances with more thanhalf the powerful Lords in the Empire.'

 

Mara nodded, her eyes fixed upon the air as if it held somethingonly she could see. 'I have decided.'

 

Nacoya leaned expectantly forward, suddenly afraid. Mara hadnot even taken the list, let alone looked at the names Nacoya haddictated to the scribe. Mara turned and focused her gaze keenlyupon Nacoya's face. 'I shall marry a son of the Lord of the Anasati.'
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Gambits

 

The gong was struck.

 

The harmonics of its sound reverberated through the breadth ofthe great hall of the Anasati. Hung with ancient war banners, therOom was thick with the smell of old waxed wood and generationsOf intrigue. The vaulted tiled roof hid shadows so deep the place wassOmbre even with candles lit. The hall itself swallowed echoes, tothe point where the assembled courtiers and retainers, seated andWaiting, seemed barely moving statues who made no sound.

At the head of a long, carpeted centre aisle, upon an imposingdaiS, sat the Lord of the Anasati in his formal robes of office.Beneath the tiered weight of his ceremonial headdress, perspirationglossed his forehead; his bone-thin features showed no trace ofdiscomfort, though his attire was stifling in the heat of midday. Adozen sashes of scarlet and yellow restricted his breathing, while thebows that flared out like starched wings behind him bound hisshoulders; each time he moved, servants were obliged to rush to hisside and adjust them. In one hand he held a large carved wand, itsorigins lost in time, sign of his supremacy as Ruling Lord. Across hisknees rested the ancient steel sword of the Anasati - a relic second inimportance only to the family natami - handed down from father tosOn since the days of the golden bridge and the Escape, when thenations first came to Kelewan. Now its weight bore down cruelly onold knees, an inconvenience he must endure along with all the othertrappings of office while waiting for the upstart Acoma girl toarrive. The room was a veritable oven, for tradition dictated that allthe screens must remain closed until the formal entry of the suitor.

Tecuma, Lord of the Anasati, inclined his head slightly, and hisFirst Adviser, Chumaka, hurried to his side. 'How long?' the Lordwhispered impatiently.

 

'Quite soon, master.' The loyal counsellor bobbed like a nervousrodent and elaborated. 'The gong has rung thrice, as Mara's litterreached the outer gate, while it entered the main house, and now asit passes through the gate to the courtyard. The fourth chime willsound when she is admitted to your august presence, Lord.'

Irked by stillness when he longed for music, the Lord of theAnasati said, 'Have you given thought to what I asked?'

'Of course, my Lord. Your wish is my desire. I have conceived ofseveral appropriate insults to answer the Acoma bitch's presumption.'The adviser licked his lips and added, 'To ask for yourson Jiro as consort . . . well, that would be brilliant' - the Lord ofthe Anasati shot his adviser a curious look, which caused his ritualgown to list left. Servants flocked to him and fussed until it wasproperly adjusted once again. Chumaka continued his comment'Brilliant, if it had even the remotest hope of success. A marriagewith any of your sons would bind you to the Acoma in an alliance.Not only would that deplete your resources to protect them, butthen the witch could turn her full attentions to the Lord of theMinwanabi.'

 

The Lord of the Anasati curled his lips with thinly disguiseddistaste for the man just named. 'I'd marry her myself if I thoughtshe had even the remotest possibility of defeating that jaguna in theGame of the Council.' He frowned at mention of the foul-smellingcarrion eater; then his knuckles tightened on his wand as he thoughtaloud, 'But what does she hope to gain? She must know I wouldnever allow her to take Jiro as consort. The Acoma is the only familyolder than mine, after the Five Great Families. If it falls, and by somechance one of the Five Greats falls . . .'

 

Chumaka finished the often repeated wish of his Lord. '. . . thenthe Anasati becomes one of the Five Greats.'

 

Tecuma nodded. 'And someday one of my descendants might riseto be Warlord.' He cast a glance to the left, where his three sonswaited upon a slightly lower dais.

 

Closest to his father sat Halesko, heir to the Anasati mantle.Beside him was Jiro, the most clever and able of the three, alreadylikely to marry any one of a dozen great Lords' daughters, perhapseven a child of the Emperor's, bringing the Anasati anotherpowerful political tie. Next to him slouched Buntokapi, intentlypicking dirt from under his thumbnail.

 

Studying the lumpish visage of his youngest, the Lord of theAnasati whispered to Chumaka, 'You don't suppose by some act ofprovidence she'd take Bunto, do you?'

 

The counsellor's thin eyebrows rose. 'Our intelligence indicatesshe may be a bright girl, if unseasoned, but for her to ask for Buntoas consort would . . . show a little more cleverness than I'd expect,Lord.'

 

'Cleverness? In asking for Bunto as consort?' Tecuma twistedaround in disbelief, causing his bows to droop and a second flurry offussing from his servants. 'Are you bereft of your senses?'

Regarding the stolid third son, the counsellor said, 'You might betempted to say yes.'

 

With a look close to open regret, the Lord of the Anasati sighed. 'Iwould have to say no, I suppose, wouldn't I?'

 

The First Adviser clicked his tongue through his teeth. 'EvenBunto would bring her too much political power. Consider, if theMinwanabi dog accidentally killed Bunto while obliterating theAcoma . . . don't forget the mess he made by sending that Hamoiassassin.'

 

The Lord of the Anasati nodded. 'Yes, I'd be forced to see hisfamily suffer vengeance. It's a shame Minwanabi bungled Mara'sassassination, but I guess that was to be expected: the man's worsethan a jaguna; he has the subtlety of a needra bull in a breeding pen.'Tecuma shifted in an attempt to find a more comfortable position,and his bows teetered. As servants began their approach, he froze,keeping his costume in place. 'I didn't mind humbling her father Sezuwas certainly eager to get the best of me whenever he could.But that was certainly within the rules of the game. This business ofblood feuds...' He shook his head, and the heavy headdressslipped almost beyond his ability to prevent its fall. Chumakareached out and gently steadied it while Tecuma continued. 'Andgoing to all this trouble to humiliate his brat seems a waste of time.'

Looking around the hot chamber, he said, 'Gods, all thesemusicians, and not one note of entertainment.'

Fussy with detail to the point of being pedantic, Chumaka said,'They must remain ready to play the formal entrance music, Lord.'

The Lord of the Anasati sighed in exasperation, his frustrationonly partly due to the droning of his counsellor. 'I was enjoying thatseries of new compositions the musicians had prepared this month.

.

 

Now the entire day is wasted. Perhaps they could play something untilMara arrives?'

 

Chumaka shook his head slightly as perspiration rolled over the bulbof his nose. 'Lord, any breach of etiquette and the Lady of the Acomagains from the insult.' Though by nature more patient than his master,even he wondered why the girl's retinue was taking so long to crossthe central court. To the nearest servant he whispered, 'Find outwhat's causing the delay.'

 

The man bowed and slipped unobtrusively through a side door. Hereturned to the First Adviser within moments with his report. 'TheLady of the Acoma sits before the doors, master.'

Short-tempered at last, Chumaka whispered, 'Then why doesn'tsomeone ring the gong and admit her?'

 

The servant glanced uncomfortably at the main entrance, guardedstill by the costumed forms of the ceremonial door openers. With ahelpless gesture he whispered 'She complained of the heat and orderedscented damp towels and cool drinks brought for herself and herretinue so they could all refresh themselves before their appearance,master.'

 

Chumaka considered the Anasati court, all of whom had been sittingfor over an hour in the sweltering heat of midday in a closed room.Inwardly he reconsidered his estimation of Mara. Her tardiness couldbe a clever manipulation, calculated to goad an opponent to pettyanger, gaining her an advantage.

 

Tecuma said, 'Well, how long can it take to drink a cup of water?'

The servant said, 'My Lord, the Lady's request caught us bysurprise. It's taken time to fetch drink for so large a retinue.'

The Lord of the Anasati exchanged glances with his First Adviser.'Just how large is her retinue?' asked Chumaka.

The servant reddened; uneducated, he could not count reliably pasttwenty. Still, he did his best to answer. 'She brought five personalmaids, and an old woman of some rank. I saw two officers withplumed helms.'

 

'Which means no fewer than fifty warriors.' Tecuma leanedtowards his First Adviser and spoke so low and quickly he almosthissed. 'I thought you had informed me that her entire home garrisonhad been reduced to fewer than fifty warriors.'

Chumaka blinked. 'My Lord, our spy in the Minwanabi householdindicated that the battle which killed Sezu and his son also obliteratedthe main strength of the Acoma.'

 

The servant looked uncomfortable at being within earshot of thisconversation, but Chumaka ignored that fact. Louder he said, 'Thenwould the Lady of the Acoma dare bring her entire remaining forcewith her?'

 

Obviously wishing to be elsewhere, the servant answered, 'Sir, thehadonra said she brought more. To our shame'- seeing the Lord of theAnasati tense at the suggestion that this lack of preparation threwdishonour on his house, the servant quickly amended his report -'theshame of your poor servants, of course, my Lord - she was obliged toleave another one hundred warriors in camp outside the gates of myLord's estates, as we had no ready accommodations for them.'

To the servant's profound relief, Chumaka waved him away, whilethe Lord of the Anasati's mood shifted from umbrage at a servant'spossible slight of honour to alarm at the implication of what he had justbeen told. 'The Acoma Force Commander' - his hand moved in a slightcircle as he searched his memory for the name - 'Keyoke, is aseasoned campaigner, and no fool. If Mara brings a hundred and fiftywarriors with her, we must assume that twice that number remain toguard her main estates. Sezu's reserve garrison must have been farlarger than we judged.' His eyes reflected growing irritation, thennarrowed with a hint of suspicion. 'our spy is either in the employ ofthe Minwanabi or incompetent. Since you were the one who convincedme to accept one not born of this house into so sensitive a position oftrust, I charge you with responsibility for making enquiries. If we arebetrayed, we must know at once.' The heat and the discomfort werebad enough, but Tecuma recalled the expense and difficulty he hadendured to place that spy in the Minwanabi lord's house. His eyesfixed on his First Adviser. 'Clearly I see you may have steered us to abad course.'

 

Chumaka cleared his throat. He made a show of cooling himselfwith a decorative fan, to hide his lips from any who might read them.'My Lord, please don't judge hastily. That agent has served usdependably in the past and is remarkably well placed.' He pausedobsequiously and licked his teeth. 'Far more likely our Lady Mara hasfound a way to mislead the Minwanabi lord, which would explain whyour agent provided bad intelligence. I will dispatch another agent. Hewill return with verification of what I have surmised, or news that atraitor is dead.'

Tecuma subsided, like an irritable killwing slowly allowingruffled feathers to return to quiescence. At that moment the fourthgong rang at last. Servants stationed inside the hall slowly openedthe doors to the court, while Chumaka intoned the ancient ritual ofgreeting a suitor. 'We welcome one to our house, like light andwind, warmth and rain, a bringer of life into our hall.' The wordswere an ancient formality, reflecting nothing of the true Anasatifeelings towards the Acoma. In the Game of the Council the formsmust always be observed. A light breeze stirred the hangings. TheLord of the Anasati almost audibly sighed in relief. Chumaka spokelouder, so his master's slight lapse of manners would be masked.'Enter, suitor, and tell us your desire. We offer drink and food,warmth and comfort.' Chumaka smiled inwardly at the last. Noone needed or desired additional warmth this day, and Mara wouldcertainly find little comfort before the Anasati lord. He turned hisattention to those entering the hall.

Timed to the beat of a single drum, grey-robed bearers enteredthrough the door furthest from the Lord's dais. The flat, open litterthey carried was piled high with cushions; upon these Mara satmotionless. The musicians struck up the entrance song of the suitor.While the irritatingly simple melody repeated itself, the Anasaticourt studied this slight girl carried at the head of an impressivelygarbed retinue, a girl who wore the mantle of one of the proudestnames in the Empire. Like the Lord who was her host, she wasdressed in a fashion dictated by tradition, dark hair bound up highand held with shell- and gem-decorated pins, her face seeminglyperched on a stiff, beaded collar. Her formal gown beneath wasstarched into pleats, with large bows of Acoma green, and floorlengthsleeves. Yet for all her makeup and heavy, embroideredclothing, the girl looked unruffled by the pomp or the heat.On Mara's left, but one pace behind, walked Nacoya, nowwearing the mantle of Acoma First Adviser. On Mara's rightmarched three officers, armour gleaming brightly from new lacquerand fresh polish. Their helms were bedecked with magnificent newplumes. With them came a command of fifty warriors. Equallysplendid in newly polished armour, they marched on either side ofMara's litter.

The soldiers paused in neat array at the foot of the dais, a splashof green amid the scarlet and yellow of the Anasati. One officerremained with the soldiers while the other two accompaniedMara's litter up three steps to the dais. There the slaves set theirburden down, and two rulers confronted each other, one a cord

thin, irritated man and the other a slight girl who bargained for hervery survival.





Chumaka continued his formal greetings. 'The Anasati bidwelcome to our most exalted guest, the Lady of the Acoma.'Nacoya replied as tradition dictated. 'The Acoma give thanks toour most excellent host, the Lord of the Anasati.' Despite her age,the old woman bore up well under the weight of the formal costumeand the heat. Her voice was clear, as if she had been born to the roleof First Adviser rather than nurse.

Now that formal greetings were exchanged, Tecuma pressed onto the point of the meeting. 'We have your petition before us, Ladyof the Acoma.' A hush fell over the waiting courtiers, for Tecuma'swords offered a slight insult; to name the marriage proposal apetition implied that Mara's social rank was inferior, and shewithin his power to reward or punish.

But the girl upon the ceremonial litter answered without amoment's hesitation. She chose a tone and phrase commonlyemployed when filling an order with a merchant. 'I am pleased youhave no difficulty in meeting our requirements, Lord Tecuma.'The Lord of the Anasati straightened slightly. This girl had witsand was unfazed by her welcome. Still, the day was long and hot,and the sooner this ridiculous matter was put behind, the sooner hecould take to a cool pool, perhaps with some music while he bathed.Yet even with an avowed enemy the amenities must be observed. Hemotioned impatiently with his wand of office.

Chumaka responded with an unctuous smile and a barelyperceptible bow. 'What, then, does the Lady of the Acomapropose?' Had Mara's father lived, Sezu would have conductednegotiations for his son's or daughter's hand. But as Ruling Lady,she must contract all marriages within her house, even her own,from employing the marriage brokers who initiated the contact, tothe formal meeting with the Lord of the Anasati.Nacoya bowed, so shallow a movement that the returned insultwas apparent. 'The Lady of the Acoma seeks

'A husband,' interrupted Mara.

A stir rippled across the room, quickly stilled to a state of keenattention. All had expected to hear this presumptuous Acoma rulerrequest a consort, one who by law would not share in her rule.,A husband?' Chumaka raised his brows, openly curious at thisturn of events. Evidently this proposal surprised the Acoma FirstAdviser as well, for the old woman shot a glance of astonishment atthe girl for an instant before regaining her formal composure.Chumaka could almost see where this unexpected turn might lead,but not quite, causing him the discomfort of an unreachable itch.Mara responded in her own behalf, her voice sounding small inthe spacious hall of the Anasati. 'I am too young for this weightyresponsibility, my Lord. I was to have been a sister of Lashima scantmoments before this terrible honour was thrust upon me. Myignorance must not become a danger to the Acoma. With fullknowledge of what I do, I seek a son of the Anasati to return withme. When we are wed, he shall be Ruling Lord of the Acoma.'The Lord of the Anasati was caught speechless. Of all possiblerequests, this one had not been anticipated. For in one breath thisgirl not only had removed herself from power, but had alsoeffectively given over control of her family to the Anasati, whonumbered among her father's oldest political enemies. So unexpectedwas this request, a chorus of whispers broke out amongthose assembled in the hall. Quickly recovering his poise, the Lordof the Anasati silenced his courtiers with a sharp glance and thebarest wave of his ceremonial wand.

He stared hard at the face of this girl who had come to seek thehand of one of his sons, then said bluntly, 'You seek to cast yourhonour to my house, Lady. May I know why?'

The Anasati courtiers waited motionless for the reply. The onlymovement in the room was a sudden, sparkling reflection as sunlightthrough the doorway caught on gem-decorated costumes. Ignoringthe dazzle, Mara lowered her eyes as if ashamed. 'My position is weak,Lord Tecuma. The Acoma lands are still strong and rich, but I am onlya girl, with few resources. If my house is to become a lesser power, thenat least I may choose allies. My father's greatest enemy was the Lord ofthe Minwanabi. This is no secret. That he and you are presently atpeace is only a matter of the moment. Sooner or later you must clash.'Her small hands clenched in her lap, and her voice rose with resolve. 'Iwould ally with anyone who might one day crush the man responsiblefor my father's death!'

 

The First Adviser to the Lord of the Anasati turned so none in thehall could see his face - it was a given that at least one of the Acomaguards would prove to be a spy who could read lips. He whispered

into the ear of the Lord Tecuma, 'I don't believe a word of this, myLord.,

Lord Tecuma inclined his head and answered through clenchedteeth. 'I don't either. Yet if this girl takes jiro as Lord of the Acoma, Igain a great house as a lifetime ally, my son rises to a rank above anyI could hope for, and she's right: sooner or later we shall have tohave a final accounting with jingu of the Minwanabi. And if wedestroy the Minwanabi, a son of mine will be Lord of one of the FiveGreat Families.'

Chumaka shook his head in the barest motion of resignation. HisLord would be thinking that someday descendants of his in twohouses might contend for the office of the Warlord. Tecumacontinued his reasoning. 'Besides, she will be but the wife of theRuling Lord. Her husband will dictate Acoma policy. No,Chumaka, whatever Mara may plot, this is too good an opportunityto pass by. I do not think this girl clever enough to outwit usonce jiro rules the Acoma.'

, Tecuma glanced at his three sons and found jiro studying Marawith interest. By the intensity of his expression, the second sonfound both the rank and the girl intriguing; a sensible youngster, he.should welcome the marriage. Presently the boy sought his father'sgaze and nodded yes. jiro's expression was a little too avid and hisnod too emphatic for Tecuma's liking. The boy knew power was ahairsbreadth from his grasp and was openly coveting it. Tecuma'almost sighed; jiro was young and would learn. Still, there was adiscordant note in all this the old man didn't like. For an instant heconsidered sending the girl away, leaving her to the not too tendermercies of the Minwanabi. Ambition prevented him. For his son toreach a heretofore unreachable rank, combined with the pleasure ofseeing the daughter of an old enemy brought firmly, and finally, to.,heel, overturned his last vestige of doubt. Motioning his hoveringcounsellor aside, the Lord of the Anasati turned to face Mara andsaid,'You have chosen wisely, daughter.'By naming her'daughter,'he irrevocably sealed his acceptance of her offer of marriage before

witnesses. 'Whom do you seek to wed?'

Nacoya barely concealed her outrage, the vigorous twitch of herfan being less to cool her face than to hide the angry shaking of herhand at this betrayal. Mara smiled. Looking nothing so much as achild whose parents had banished dreams of demons in the night,she allowed two officers to aid her in rising. According to tradition,she must now pick the bridegroom. Tecuma of the Anasati had nomisgivings as his future daughter-in-law stepped from her litter. Hedisregarded the sudden agitation of his First Adviser as the girlmoved towards jiro, mincing steps being all her voluminousceremonial costume would allow. Light caught in her jewelledheaddress as she passed before cushions upon which the three sonssat in full court raiment. Halesko and Buntokapi watched theirbrother jiro with different expressions, Halesko's being somethingclose to pride, while the youngest showed open indifference.Mara completed the formal bow of a girl to her betrothed andstepped forward. Without hesitation her hand fell upon theshoulder of the Anasati's third son and she said, 'Buntokapi of theAnasati, will you come and be Lord of the Acoma?'Chumaka muttered, 'I knew it! just as she stepped from the litter,I knew it would be Bunto.' He turned his attention to Nacoya, whostill hid behind her fan, but whose eyes had changed from showingrage to showing nothing. Chumaka felt a sudden stab of uncertainty.Could they all have so grossly underestimated this girl?Recovering his poise, he returned his attention to his Lord.In the Lord's place of honour, perched above the silent, stunnedranks of the Anasati court, Tecuma sat at a loss. His bullneckedthird son rose and stepped awkwardly to Mara's side, a smile ofsmug self-congratulation on his face. The Lord of the Anasatiurgently motioned for Chumaka to attend him and, as the FirstAdviser did so, whispered into his ear. 'What is this? Why Bunto, ofall my sons?'

Chumaka kept his voice low. 'She seeks a husband she cancontrol.'

Tecuma frowned with stormy displeasure. 'I must stop her.''Lord, you cannot. The ritual has gone too far. If you recant yourformal acceptance, you must kill the Lady and all her warriors hereand now. I must remind you,'he added, looking as though his collarhad suddenly grown too tight as he surveyed the fifty Acoma guardsonly a half-dozen steps away, 'your own soldiers stand outside thisbuilding. Even if you survived such a bloodletting - which seemsunlikely - you will forfeit all honour.'

The last remark stung, for Tecuma recognized the truth. Even ifhe ended Mara's existence now, he would have no moral positionleft; his word within the council would be meaningless, and hisconsiderable power wasted to nothing. Flushed with ire, he

whispered waspishly, 'If only that idiot Minwanabi had killed thebitch last month!' Then, as Mara glanced with apparent innocencein his direction, he forced himself to regroup. 'We must turn hercleverness against her and seize the advantage, Chumaka. jiro is stillfree to make a strong alliance, and Bunto . . .'His voice fell silently.'I have never thought he would amount to much. Now he will beLord of a great house. A malleable husband this girl may havegained, but she is an inexperienced virgin from Lashima's order.Buntokapi shall become her overlord, the Ruler of the Acoma, andhe is my son. For the honour of the Anasati, he will do as I require.'Chumaka watched the unlikely couple return across the dais. Hedid his utmost to mask his own displeasure as Buntokapi bent hisbandy legs and settled awkwardly beside Mara on the Acoma litter.Already his blunt and bored expression had changed to one nonepresent in the hall had ever seen; the boy's lips curled with a pridethat bordered upon arrogance. Something long dormant inBuntokapi was now awake, that same desire for power which jirohad shown but a moment before. Only for Buntokapi this was nodream but a thing now in his grasp. From the set of his eyes and thesudden self-assurance in his smile, he would clearly die before he letthat power escape him. To Tecuma the First Adviser whispered, 'Ihope you are right, my Lord.'

Looking rumpled under the elaborate layers of his costume, theRuling Lord of the Anasati did not acknowledge the comment. Yetall through the formalities, as Mara's retainers completed thebetrothal ritual and left the hall, Chumaka watched the bows on theback of his master's elaborate robes quiver with outrage. TheAnasati First Adviser knew that even if the killwing was wrapped instifling cloth, it was no less deadly.

Nacoya fought against fatigue. Age and tension had made the dayimpossibly long. The lengthy, strenuous journey, added to the heatof the great hall and the shock of Mara's unexpected behaviour, hadbrought the old nurse to the limit of her strength. Yet she wasTsurani, and Acoma, as well as acting First Adviser; she would becarried from this hall unconscious before she would shame herhouse by asking permission to retire.

The traditional betrothal feast was sumptuous, as befitted acelebration for an Anasati son. Yet this occasion was oddlyrestrained, with no one quite sure what was really being celebrated.Mara had been quiet through the early part of the feast, sayingnothing of consequence to anyone. Her officers, Keyoke, Papewaio,and Tasido, sat stiffly formal, imbibing little or no sd wine. At least,thought Nacoya, the evening breeze had come up. Now the greathall was only warm, not roasting as it had been throughout the day.Attention centred upon the table where the Acoma sat. Everyguest in the house was an Anasati retainer or ally, and all attemptedto discern the implications of Mara's choice of husband. To alloutward appearances the Acoma girl had traded control of herhouse for guarantees of security, a move none would applaud, butone not entirely lacking in honour. While the Acoma would beAnasati clients for many years to come, in the future a young Acomalord might arise and seize his own part in the Game of the Council,forging new alliances; meanwhile, the Acoma name gained theprotection it needed to continue. But for this generation of Acomaretainers, Mara's betrothal was a bitter admission of weakness.Chilly despite the summer heat, Nacoya pulled a fringed shawl overher shoulders.

She glanced to the head table and studied Tecuma. The Lord ofthe Anasati also showed reserve throughout the feast, his conversationsombre for a man who had just achieved an undreamed-ofcoup over an old rival. Though gaining the Acoma lordship forBuntokapi represented great advancement in the Game of theCouncil, he seemed as concerned as Nacoya about this marriage,but for different reasons. His son was an unknown.Nacoya shifted her attention. Buntokapi seemed the onlycelebrant who truly enjoyed himself; after a drunken hour ofrepeatedly telling his brothers that they were no better than he, hehad shouted across the table to jiro that now a second son wouldhave to bow to a third son whenever they met. From the pained andfrozen smile on his older sibling's face, those occasions wouldclearly be few. As evening wore on, Buntokapi had subsided to loudmuttering into his plate, nearly immobile from drinking si wineduring dinner and acamel brandy after.

Nacoya shook her head slightly. jiro had looked long and hard atMara after his brother's first pronouncement of superiority; asdinner progressed, it was clear the girl had acquired another enemy.That afternoon, jiro might have thought he was to be Lord of theAcoma for only a moment, but that brief presumption had been

enough for him to feel betrayed, to feel that Buntokapi wore amantle rightfully his. That jiro was frustrated by nothing more thanunrealized expectations of his own making meant nothing. Heblamed Mara. When Tecuma had sent servants to bring theceremonial sd wine to the guests, jiro had barely touched his cup tohis lips. He had left the first moment he could without insult.Nacoya wearily forced her attentions back to the head table.Tecuma looked at Buntokapi a long, hard moment, then spokequietly to Mara, who glanced at her future husband and nodded heragreement. Buntokapi blinked, trying hard to follow the exchange,but obviously too drunk to comprehend. Tecuma spoke toChumaka, who motioned towards a pair of servants. As the coolingevening air allowed Nacoya to catch her breath, two stout servantscarried the future Lord of the Acoma off to bed. Mara waited anappropriate moment, then begged her leave. Tecuma noddedbrusquely and the entire company rose in salute to the bride-to-be.The musicians who had played throughout the evening struck upthe appropriate tune while Mara bade the guests good night. As shestood with the rest of the Acoma retainers, Nacoya found Chumakaapproaching.

'You're leaving soon?' he inquired.

Nacoya nodded. 'Tomorrow. My Lady wishes to return at onceto our estates so that she may begin preparations for the weddingand the arrival of the new Lord.'

Chumaka spread his hands as if to indicate this was no problem.'I shall have a scribe work throughout the night. The betrothaldocuments will be ready to sign before you depart.' He made as if toturn away, then said something unusually frank. 'I hope for the sakeof all of us this young Lady of yours hasn't made a mistake.'Taken off guard by this, Nacoya chose not to comment directly.Instead she said, 'I can only hope the gods see fit to bless this union.'Chumaka smiled. 'Of course, as do we all. Until the morning,then?'

Nacoya nodded and departed, signalling for the two remainingAcoma retainers to accompany her. As an Anasati servant guidedher to her quarters, she thought upon Chumaka's unexpectedwords and wondered if he wasn't right.

 

dust rolled under the feet of marching warriors as the Acomaretinue moved slowly to rejoin the balance of their soldiers, whowaited in the camp by the bridge that marked the border of theanasati estates. Nacoya had been quiet since she joined Mara on thecushions of the large palanquin. Whatever the Ruling Ladyplanned, she kept her own counsel, and Nacoya chose not to askany questions. Even though she was acting as First Adviser, shecould not guide unless asked; but an old nurse could let her doubtsbe heard. Conjuring up images of Buntokapi's crudities at the feastthe night before, Nacoya spoke sourly to her charge. 'I hope you cancontrol him, mistress.'

Roused from deep thought, Mara's eyes focused. 'What? Oh,Bunto. He's like a needra bull smelling the cows in season, Nacoya.All his brains are between his legs. I think he is exactly the man togain us what we need.'

Nacoya muttered under her breath. Once the shock of Mara'schoice of Buntokapi had worn off, the old nurse had come to sense alarger plan. Mara was not simply giving up her family's control tothe Anasati in exchange for preserving the Acoma name. Since theruse with the bandits in the hills, the girl confided only those thingsshe felt Nacoya needed to know. Almost overnight, it seemed, thesheltered temple innocent had shown she was no longer a child.While Nacoya had doubts, even fears, concerning the girl'sstubborn naivete about men, Mara had forcefully demonstratedshe was an aggressive player of the Game of the Council.Nacoya reviewed the strengths and weaknesses, patterns andpowers of the players in the light of her mistress's new commitment.And what she had observed in Buntokapi made her convinced thather beloved Mara might have underestimated him. There wassomething about the Anasati's third son, something dangerous thatNacoya could put no name to. Dreading how her well-orderedhouse would fare under such a Ruling Lord, she was drawn fromher musing by Mara's voice. 'I wonder what's amiss?'Nacoya parted the curtains. Squinting against the brilliance ofthe afternoon sunlight, she saw Acoma soldiers arrayed along theroad where they had camped. But none stood ready to march;instead they faced each other in two groups, with some distancebetween. Softly Nacoya said, 'Trouble, I'm afraid.'Mara ordered her own escort to halt. Pulling aside the gauzyhanging cloth, she approved Keyoke's request to investigate.With a speed that belied his age, the Force Commander left thehead of the procession and hurried into the midst of milling Acomasoldiers. Both groups descended upon him, several men trying tospeak simultaneously. Keyoke ordered silence, and instantly allvoices ceased. After two orderly questions he called back to Mara,'Some difficulty arose while we were gone, mistress. I'll have thestory for you in a moment.'

Heat shimmers danced in the air above the roadway. Keyokeasked questions, received quick replies. and soon had three menstand out. He briskly marched these before their mistress'spalanquin. Even beneath dirt, and shining runnels of sweat, Maracould see the marks of a fight upon their faces.'This is Selmon. my Lady.' Keyoke pointed to a man with a torntunic and knuckles that still bled.

'I know.' Mara's expression was obscured by the deep shade ofthe curtains. 'One of the newcomers.' She used the term 'newcomers'for all who had recently been grey warriors. 'With onlythree officers, you left him in command as acting Patrol Leader.'Keyoke appeared pleased that Mara was conversant with hismanagement of the soldiers, but his attention never strayed fromthe three soldiers. 'Selmon seemed able enough, but perhaps I waswrong.'

Mara studied the other two men. One, Zataki, she had known foryears; as a boy, he had played with Lanokota and herself. Mararemembered he had a temper, and ventured a guess as to what theproblem was. 'Zataki. Selmon gave you an order and you refused.Zataki lifted his chin. 'My Lady, this Selmon ordered us to standthe first watch while he and his companions rested and ate after thelong day's march.'

Mara regarded the third combatant. 'You are ... Kartachaltaka,another newcomer. You took exception to Zataki's refusal toobey.'

Now Kartachaltaka stiffened his spine. 'My Lady, he and theothers act superior to us and put the least desirable duties upon uswhenever they may.'

Mara returned her attention to Selmon. 'You took this one'sside?'

Keyoke hastened to answer. 'No, my Lady. He simply sought tointervene and stop the scuffle. He acted appropriately.'Mara rose from her cushions. Without awaiting Keyoke's help,she stepped from her palanquin and faced the two men who hadfought. 'On your knees!' she commanded. Though a full headshorter than either man, the slight girl in pale yellow robes andsandals left no doubt she was the ultimate authority of the Acoma.Armour rattled as both men instantly fell into postures ofsubmission. 'Attend me!' Mara cried to the other soldiers. 'All ofyou.'

Keyoke shouted, 'Form ranks I' The entire retinue lined up facingMara within seconds, the two soldiers on their knees with theirbacks towards the comrades.

To Keyoke, Mara said,'What is fit punishment for such as these?'Keyoke spoke without regret. 'Mistress, these men must behanged, now.' Mara's head jerked as she met Keyoke's eyes. Shehad not expected the judgment to he so harsh. The ForceCommander deliberately scratched his jaw with his thumb.Warned by Keyoke's gesture that serious consequences couldcome of her decision, Mara regarded Papewaio, who looked on, hisface an unreadable mask. Then, almost imperceptibly, he noddedonce, indicating his full agreement with Keyoke's verdict.Mara felt something go cold inside. She knew that if she did notact at once and without equivocation a breach might be fashionedbetween those who had served for years and those newly come toAcoma service. Steeling herself, Mara addressed the soldiers. Hervoice held barely controlled anger. 'There are no favoured men inthis garrison! There are no longer any "newcomers". There are nolonger any "old guard". There is no one wearing Acoma green butAcoma soldiers. Each of you swore an oath to obey and to give yourlives in service to House Acoma.'

She walked purposefully along the ranks, looked into one roughface after another, until she had locked eyes with each man. 'Someof you I have known since childhood. Others have been with us onlya matter of weeks, but each of you bears equal responsibility to
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wear Acoma green with honour. I have just promised to give thatname to another, to ensure that the Acoma will continue to live, andmore than live ... someday flourish!'Now her voice rose to a shout,her fury clearly revealed to each soldier present. 'Whoever dishonourshimself while wearing Acoma green dishonours theAcoma'- her voice dropped to a soft, deadly sound -'dishonoursme.'While the men held their formations, their eyes shifted uneasily

as they saw Mara turn suddenly to confront the two combatants.Looking down, she spoke to Zataki. 'You were given a lawful orderby an officer placed over you by your Force Commander. You hadno other choice but to obey!'

The man fell forward, pushing his forehead into the acrid dust ofthe road. He uttered no words in his own defence as his mistressturned to Kartachaltaka and said,'And you struck a brother soldierwhile on duty!' He duplicated Zataki's gesture of abject obedienceto his mistress. Bracelets chimed on her wrists; wrought of costlymetal, these were the betrothal gift of the Lord of the Anasati, andthat such wealth should be worn as personal adornment remindedthe kneeling men of their station. They grovelled in the sun,sweating, as their mistress addressed their Force Commander.'These two men are guilty of betraying Acoma honour. Hang them.'Keyoke instantly detailed soldiers to carry out the execution. Forjust an instant, Mara could read something in the two condemnedmen's eyes: a flicker of fear. Not a fear of death, for either warriorwould have gladly embraced death without hesitation; it was fear ofbeing condemned to the shameful death of a slave: hanging. Withthe loss of a warrior's honour, each knew his next turn of the Wheelof Life would be at a lower station, a servant, perhaps even a slave.Then the proper Tsurani mask was returned. Only by bearing upproperly in the face of this meanest of all deaths could either manhope for any mercy when next his spirit was tied to the Wheel.Mara stood motionless before her litter, a statue of iron selfcontrol,as soldiers marched the condemned to a large tree withmassive branches. The two men were quickly stripped of theirarmour and their hands were tied behind their backs. Withoutceremony or final prayer, ropes were fashioned into nooses andthrown over the tree limbs. The nooses were placed around the twomen5 s necks and the signal given. A half-dozen soldiers pulled hardupon each rope, seeking to snap the men's necks and give them a
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mercifully quick death. Zataki's neck broke with an audible crackand he kicked once, quivered a moment, then hung motionless.Kartachaltaka's death was more painful, as he strangled slowly,kicking and swinging, but in the end he, too, hung motionless likebitter fruit from the tree.

Mara's voice was flat as she said, 'Keyoke, home.'Abruptly, the sun seemed too bright. Overcome by the killing shehad commanded to be done, Mara caught the edge of the palanquincanopy, steadying herself without betraying weakness to hersoldiers. She motioned one of her slave boys, who brought her afruit-sweetened drink of water. She sipped it slowly, striving toregain her composure, while Keyoke ordered the men formed intoranks for the march home.

Nacoya had kept her own counsel in the shelter of the litter, butas Mara stood motionless, she said, 'Mistress?'Mara handed her empty cup to the slave. 'I'm coming, Nacoya.We must be off. There is a great deal to be done in the month beforethe wedding.' Without further words she climbed back into thelitter. As her bearers reached down to resume their burden, shesettled into the cushions beside Nacoya and her pensive silencereturned. Keyoke gave the order to march, and her soldiers fell intoranks before, after, and on both sides of the palanquin, to outwardappearances a single group once again.

Mara began to tremble, her eyes wide and distant. Withoutwords Nacoya slipped her arm around the girl's shoulders. Thetremors continued as the Acoma retinue began its march, untilMara quivered so violently Nacoya had to gather the shaking girl inher arms. Silently the very young Lady of the Acoma turned her faceinto her nurse's shoulder and smothered her sobs.

As they approached the borders of her estate, Mara considered thedifficulties she faced. She had only spoken in passing to Keyoke andNacoya since ordering the execution of the two soldiers. Maraknew that the conflict between the former grey warriors and thesurvivors of her father's garrison should have been anticipated.Blaming herself for failing to do so, Mara pulled aside her littercurtain and called for her Force Commander. As he arrived at herside she said, 'Keyoke, why did Selmon order the older soldiers tostand first watch, rather than a mix of old and new?'

Gambits
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If he was surprised by his mistress's question, he showed no sign.'Lady, Selmon erred by trying not to antagonize the older soldiers.He thought that by serving first duty they'd have an uninterruptedrest from meal to morning watch, and they'd appreciate it. Zatakiwas a young hothead, and had any of us been here'- he motioned to

himself, Papewaio, and Tasido, the three officers who had accompaniedMara into the Anasati estate house - 'none of that wouldhave occurred.' He paused as he considered his next statement. 'ButSelmon did not do poorly. The conflict bordered upon open fightingbetween factions, yet he managed to restrain all but the two whowere punished.'

Mara nodded. 'When we are home, promote Selmon to PatrolLeader. Our forces have grown to the point where we need moreofficers.'

Then Mara made one of the swift, unhesitating decisions thatwere earning her the respect of those who served her. 'Promote twoof our best men in our old guard as well. Choose the very best of ourfamily's oldest soldiers, perhaps Miaka, and make him a StrikeLeader. Bring one of the new men up as well. That rascal Lujan wasa Strike Leader with the Kotai. If you can't think of anyone moreable, give the rank to him.'

Keyoke shrugged, offering no better candidate among thenewcomers. Mara conceded her satisfaction at this, then added, 'I'llhave these cadres and alliances quickly broken; there will be nofavourites.' Keyoke nodded slightly, his leathery face showing thebarest suggestion of a smile, as close as he ever came to openlyexpressing approval. Almost to herself, Mara added, 'Soon I'll needmen at my side who will obey without hesitation. I cannot affordanything that interferes with my plans.'

Clearly she was occupied with the responsibilities of rulership.Keyoke hurried his pace back to the head of the column, consideringhow much like her father the girl was becoming.

As Mara's litter moved through the Acoma needra meadows, shefelt optimistic for the first time since leaving Lashima's temple. Herthoughts churned. She would discuss her ideas with no one, not

even Nacoya or Keyoke. For those notions were turning into plots,the beginnings of a master plan that led beyond simple survival intoan ambition that turned her mind giddy.

 

I08 Daughter of the Empire

 

Over time, Mara expected that her planning would have to beamended to deal with change: unanticipated shifts of power andalliances within the Game of the Council. In many ways, resolvecame before means and method; she had years of learning beforewhat she inwardly called her grand scheme could reach fruition. Butmarriage to Buntokapi was the first small step. Since leaving theAnasati lands, she had discovered hope, and the powerful allure ofnew dreams.

By the time the palanquin swayed up the walk towards the greathouse, practical matters eclipsed her dreaming. Lights blazed in thegloom of twilight, more than ordinary events might warrant. Intheir glow, Mara saw perhaps eighty men gathered outside thekitchen, many eating from bowls. Lujan walked among them,speaking and making expansive gestures with his hands. As herduty retinue approached, a few of the strangers set their meal asideand stood. The rest continued eating, though all looked nervous.Mara glanced to see Nacoya, but the old woman was asleep,lulled by the heat and the rocking of the litter through theafternoon. As the palanquin settled to the ground, Lujan hurriedover, bowing politely as Keyoke assisted Mara out. Before she couldask, the former bandit chieftain said, 'Mistress, these are all worthymen, at least worthy as I am likely to measure such things. All wouldgladly enter your service.'

'Soldiers?' Instantly interested, Keyoke released his hold uponMara's hand.

Lujan doffed his helmet, the reflection of the lanterns like sparksin his deepset eyes. 'Only a few, unfortunately, Force Commander.But the others are armourers, fowlers, cordwainers, wheelwrights.and other skilled craftsmen, as well as two farmers.'Mara said, 'Good, I'm running low on land to assign to newfarmers. Now, how many soldiers?'

'Thirty-three.' Lujan stepped aside with a grace more suited to adancer than a warrior. He assisted the newly awakened Nacoyafrom the palanquin. But his attention remained focused on hismistress.

Mara calculated. 'That will swell our main garrison to over threehundred. Our position is no longer helpless, only desperate.''We need more soldiers,'Nacoya concluded tartly. She shuffled pastto enter the great house, sleepiness making her more cross than usual.

Lujan tossed his helm lightly from his right hand to his left.'Mistress, getting more men will prove difficult. We have called inevery grey warrior within reasonable distance of your borders. For

more, we shall have to leave these lands and travel.''But you know where to look for such,' stated Mara, her eyeslocked upon the hands that toyed still with the helmet.Lujan returned a rakish smile. 'Mistress, I suffer from a shortageof humility, I know, but I have lived in every bandits' stand fromhere to Ambolina since the fall of the House of Kotai. I know whereto look.'

'How much time do you need?'

A wicked gleam lit his eye. 'How many men do you wish torecruit, Lady?'

'One thousand; two would be better.'

'Aie, mistress, a thousand would take three, four months.' Thehelmet stilled as Lujan grew thoughtful. 'If I could take some trustedmen with me, perhaps I could shorten that to six weeks. Twothousand ... ?'

Mara's bracelets chimed as she gestured impatiently. 'You willhave three weeks. The recruits must be returned here, sworn tooath, and integrated into our force inside a month.'Lujan's smile turned to a grimace. 'My Lady, for you I would facea horde of Than raiders without weapons, but what you demand isa miracle.'

Evening shadow hid Mara's flush, but she showed uncharacteristicanimation as she signalled for Papewaio. The moment herStrike Leader completed his bow, she said, 'Find some good men forLujan.'Then she regarded the former outlaw appraisingly. 'Choosefrom both old and new soldiers. Perhaps some time on the trailtogether will convince them they have more in common than not.'Then she added, 'Any you think might become troublemakers.'Lujan seemed unruffled by the proposition. 'Troublemakers arenothing new to me, my Lady.' His grin broadened. 'Before I rose tobecome an officer, I dare say I was something of a troublemakermyself.'

'I daresay you were,' commented Keyoke. Motionless in thedarkness, he had all but been forgotten. The former bandit leaderstarted slightly and immediately became more restrained.'You must travel as fast and as far as possible for twelve days,Lujan,' instructed Mara.' Gather as many reliable men as you can.Then return here. If you can't find me two thousand, find me twohundred, and if you can't find two hundred, find me twenty, butmake them good warriors.' Lujan nodded, then bowed with afaultless propriety that earned a return smile from Mara. 'Nowshow me the ones you've found for me tonight.'Lujan escorted Mara and Keyoke to where the poorly dressedmen were sitting. All stood as soon as the Lady of the Acomaapproached, and several knelt. To those who had known thehardships of outlawry, she seemed an imperial princess in her jewelsand fine clothes. The roughest among them listened respectfully asMara repeated the offer she had made to Lujan and his followersupon the trail in the mountains; and like three other bands sincethen, almost sixty skilled workmen rose to accept quarters andassignments from jican. Mara smiled to see the light in herhadonra's eyes as he contemplated how he could turn theirhandiwork to a rich profit; and armourers would be needed if Lujansuccessfully recruited her hoped-for new warriors. The crowdthinned, and some of the confusion abated as the workers followedjican.

Of the others who remained, Lujan said, 'My Lady, these arethirty-three well-seasoned warriors who would swear before theAcoma natami.'

'You've explained everything to them?'

'I daresay as well as anyone could, except yourself, of course.' AsKeyoke snorted disapproval, Mara looked to see if the formeroutlaw chieftain was mocking; he wasn't, at least not openly.Aware, suddenly, of the strange pull this man seemed to exert onher, she recognized in him the same sly wit she had loved in herbrother, Lanokota. His teasing caused her to flush slightly. Quicklyshe wiped her forehead as if the heat were making her perspire. Thisman was not her kin, or even a Lord equal in rank to her; unsurehow to respond after months of isolation in the temple, she turnedfirmly to the task at hand. All the men were fit if undernourished,and they seemed eager, except for two who sat slightly apart. One ofthose exchanged glances with Lujan.

'You know this man?' asked Mara.

Lujan laughed. 'Indeed, mistress. This is Saric, my cousin, whoserved with the Lord of the Tuscai. Before he left the Kotai estates,he was my closest companion.'

Looking to nettle Lujan in return for her earlier embarrassment,Mara said, 'Is he an able soldier?'

Lujan grinned and his cousin returned a nearly identical broadsmile. 'My Lady, he is as able a soldier as I.''Well then, that solves a problem.' Mara tapped the helm that stilldangled from Lujan's wrist, called a soldier's pot, for its utter lack

of unadornment. 'I was going to ask you to give that to him andassume one with an officer's plume. Keyoke had orders to promoteyou to Strike Leader, but as you are going to be away for threeweeks, he might as well promote your cousin in your stead.'His grin still in place, Lujan said, 'Well, almost as able as I, Lady.'Slightly more serious, he added, 'With your consent, I'll take himwith me. I mean no disrespect for any other soldier here, but there isno man I would rather have at my side with a sword.'Then his toneturned light again. 'Besides, we might as well keep the partycomposed exclusively of troublemakers.'

Mara couldn't resist. For the first time since Lano's death thefrown eased entirely from her face, lantern light revealing asurprisingly lovely smile. 'Then you had best collect your plumefrom Keyoke, Strike Leader.'To the newcomer she said, 'Welcome,Saric.'

The man bowed his head. 'Mistress, your honour is my honour.With the gods' favour I shall die a warrior - not too soon, I hope andin the service of beauty such as yours, a happy one.'With a lift of her brows, Mara glanced at both men. 'It seemsflattery runs in your family, as well as a certain casual attitudetowards rank.' Then she indicated the other man who had beensitting with Saric. He wore plain clothes and simple hide sandals.His hair was trimmed in nondescript fashion, not the close cut of awarrior, the fashionable ringlets of a merchant, or the ragged shagof a worker. 'Who is this?'

The man arose while Saric said, 'This is Arakasi, Lady. He alsowas in my Lord's employ, though he was not a soldier.' Theman was of medium build and regular features. But hismanner had neither the proud bearing of a warrior nor thedeference of a worker. Suddenly uncertain, Mara said, 'Then whydid you not stand forward with the craftsmen and workers?'Arakasi's dark eyes flickered slightly, perhaps in amusement, buthis face remained expressionless. Then he changed. Though hehardly moved, his demeanour changed; suddenly he seemed thealoof, self-possesssed scholar. With that, Mara noticed what sheshould have seen at once: his skin was in no way weathered as a fieldworker's would have been. His hands had some toughness, but nothick pads of callus left by toil with tools or weapons. 'Lady, I amnot a farmer.'

Something put Keyoke on his guard, for he moved withoutthought to interpose himself between his mistress and the stranger.'If you are not a farmer or soldier, what are you, a merchant, sailor,a tradesman, a priest?'

Barely acknowledging Keyoke's intervention, Arakasi said,'Lady, in my time I have been all of those. Once I guested with yourfather in the guise of a priest of Hantukama. I have taken theidentities of a soldier, a merchant, a slave master, a whoremonger, ariverman, even a sailor and a beggar.'

Which explained some things, thought Mara, but not all. 'Towhom were you loyal?'

Arakasi bowed startlingly, with the grace and practised ease of anoble born. 'I was servant to the Lord of the Tuscai, before theMinwanabi dogs killed him in battle. I was his Spy Master.'Mara's eyes widened despite her attempt at self-control. 'His SpyMaster?',

The man straightened, his smile devoid of humour. 'Yes,mistress. For one reason above all should you wish me in yourservice: my late Lord of the Tuscai spent the best part of his fortunebuilding a network of informants, a network I oversaw, with agentsin every city in the Empire and spies within many great houses.' Hisvoice dropped, a strange mix of reluctance and pride. 'Thatnetwork is still in place.'

Suddenly, sharply, Keyoke scratched his chin with his thumb.Mara cleared her throat, with a keen look at Arakasi, whoseaspect seemed to shift from moment to moment. 'Such things arebest not discussed in the open.' She glanced about. 'I still have thedust of travel upon me, and have had no pause for refreshment sincemidday. Attend me in my chambers in an hour's time. Until thenPapewaio will see to your needs.'

Arakasi bowed and joined Papewaio, who gestured for the SpyMaster to follow him to the bathhouse near the barracks.Left with Keyoke and the presence of thirty-three masterlesswarriors, Mara remained caught up in thought. After a silentinterval she mused softly, 'The Spy Master of the Tuscai.' ToKeyoke she said, 'Father always said the Lord of the Tuscai knewmore than was righteous in the eyes of the gods. Men joked that hehad a magician with a crystal locked away in a vault under his

study. Do you suppose this Arakasi was the reason?'Keyoke offered no direct opinion but said, 'Be cautious of him,mistress. A man who spies uses honesty least of all. You were rightto send him away with Pape.'

'Loyal Keyoke,' said Mara with affection in her voice. She tiltedher head in the torchlight, indicating the ragged group of men whoawaited her command. 'Do you suppose you can swear this lot toservice by the natami, and still have time for a bath and dinner?''I must.' The Force Commander returned a rare, wry shrug.'Though how I've lived to be this old while burdened with so muchwork, only the gods know.'Before Mara could respond, he shouteda command, and like the trained soldiers they were, the scruffy mencrowding the courtyard mustered at the voice of authority.

 

Bargain

 

Evening gave way to night.

Soft lights burned in Mara's chamber. The outer screens had beenopened to admit the breeze and the lamplight flickered and danced.The Lady of the Acoma sent away her servants, ordering one tohave chocha brought. Alone with Nacoya a moment before theothers appeared, Mara stripped off the ostentatious bracelets givenher by the Anasati lord. She peeled off her dirty travelling robe, anddabbed a damp cloth over her body; a full bath would have to waituntil after her meeting with Arakasi.

Nacoya remained silent while Mara refreshed herself, but hereyes never left her young mistress. Neither of them spoke. Thereproach Mara saw in those old eyes told all: the girl wasinexperienced and foolish, perhaps even dangerously so, in matchingherself with Buntokapi. He might appear slow-witted, but hewas a powerful warrior, and though barely two years older thanshe, he had been reared in the Game of the Council while Mara hadsheltered in the temple of Lashima.

As Mara wrapped a delicate saffron-coloured robe about herself,the servant returned with the chocha. She motioned permission,and the slave placed his large tray in the centre of the low table, thendeparted. Mara nodded to Nacoya, indicating that the old womanshould prepare cups and napkins.

Her two officers and the stranger arrived punctually upon thehour. Mara studied the newcomer keenly as he bowed and seatedhimself between Keyoke and Papewaio. Arakasi's style was impeccablycorrect, his manner a match for the clothing he now wore inplace of his beggar's rags. Mara suddenly realized she had seen histasselled

scarlet shirt before; the garment was Papewaio's, hisfavourite, worn on feast days only. Mara considered the significanceof his loan to Arakasi. In the hour that had passed since theirmeeting in the courtyard, the former Spy Master of the Tuscai musthave impressed the Acoma First Strike Leader very favourably.That was a strong recommendation, for, like her father before her,Mara placed strong trust in Papewaio's instincts about people.Bolstered by that confidence, she asked, 'Has Lujan spoken ofwhat we do here?'

Arakasi nodded. 'He's off to find more grey warriors to takeservice.' He paused, then added, 'But each time you recruit, yougreatly increase the chance spies might infiltrate. Soon you cannottrust any who come here.'

'You might be such an agent,' interrupted Nacoya.

'Old mother, I have nothing to gain by lying.' Arakasi tookcharge of the chocha pot, usurping Nacoya's role as server withflawless ease. Deferentially he filled Mara's cup, then Nacoya's,Keyoke's, and Papewaio's before his own. 'Were I a spy for anotherhouse, I would simply have enlisted and sent word of your desperatesituation back to my master. Then the assassins would come,probably in the next band of recruits. Your suspicions then wouldbecome entirely academic, as you would be murdered along withyour mistress.' He put down the pot. 'And if I didn't see anopportunity here for myself and my agents, I would have played afarmer, slipped away in the dark, and never troubled any of youagain.'

Mara nodded. 'Your logic is difficult to fault. Now tell us whatwe need to know of you.'

The stranger answered frankly. 'I have been employed for overtwenty years, to establish and oversee a network of spies spanningthe Empire. It now rivals any in the land, including the Warlord's. Ieven have agents working for other Spy Masters, one who isdormant, never having been employed, harboured against a day ofgreat need -'

At this, Keyoke leaned forward. 'The obliteration of your housewas not a great enough need?'

Arakasi took Keyoke's rudeness in stride. 'No agent of minecould have aided my master, or prevented his final fate. Especiallynot the one I mentioned. He works within the Imperial Chancellery,on the staff of the Warlord.'

Even Keyoke couldn't hide his astonishment. The Spy Mastercontinued. 'My master was a man of vision but limited wealth. Soextensive was his commitment to gathering intelligence, he wasunable to use it to good effect. Perhaps if I had not been soambitious in my requirements . . . ' Arakasi set down his chochacup with barely a click. 'Had the Minwanabi not grown fearful ofmy Lord's ability to anticipate their every move, today the Tuscaimight have been among the most powerful families in the Empire.'He sighed in regret. 'But "might have been is but ashes upon thewind", as they say. The attack was -Simple and straightforward. Mylord's warriors were overwhelmed by brute strength. I have sincelearned that my agents do little good if their information cannot beacted upon.'

Keyoke had barely touched his cup of chocha. His eyes glintedthrough rising steam as he said, 'So where are your agents today?'Without hesitation, Arakasi faced Mara. 'Lady, I will not revealwho they are. If I offend, I ask pardon. I still owe much to those whoonce served my master, and will not expose them to additionaldanger. If you take us into service, we shall require the sameconcessions that were made by my Lord of the Tuscai.'Mara acknowledged Keyoke's warning glance with a half nod.'Those being?'she prompted, and waited keenly for Arakasi's reply.'I will oversee my couriers and contacts, and I alone will know thenames of the agents, and how to reach them; you will be told onlywhere they serve.'

Keyoke set his chocha cup down forcefully, as near as he had evercome to displaying anger. 'These are unreasonable requirements!''Force Commander,' said Arakasi, 'I do not wish to be difficult. Imay not have served my master as well as I wished, but I protectthose who worked so diligently on his behalf - in ways as dangerousto them as battle to a soldier. A spy dies in shame by the rope. Mypeople risk both life and honour for a master they will not betray. Iensure that no matter what may happen, their master cannot betraythem.'

Confronted by uncertain expressions, he nodded and qualifiedhis statement. 'When the Minwanabi crushed the Tuscai, theyinterrogated my master . . . ' Shifting dark eyes to Mara, hesoftened his voice. 'There is no reason to relate details. I know ofthese things only because one of my people was left for dead andmanaged to observe for a while before escaping. jingu's torturerwas efficient. My master could not have withheld any information,

despite being a courageous man. Lady, judge fairly: if you wish myservices, and the services of those who worked for me, then you willhave to take us on faith.'

'And if I don't?'

Arakasi stilled, his hands in plain view to banish any impressionof threat. Slowly he turned his palms upward, a sign of resignation.'Then I shall return to the hills.'

Mara cocked her head slightly. Here, at last, the man showed amoment of genuine feeling. To wear house colours again was moreimportant to him than he cared to admit. Concerned lest she causehim embarrassment, Mara asked simply, 'Then what?'Arakasi shrugged. 'My lady, I have worked in many guises toprotect my identity. I can fix a wagon, play the flute, scribe, and dosums. I am also a talented beggar, if the truth be known. I willmanage, have no doubt.'

Keyoke fixed him with a penetrating look. 'I think you could gaina position and live comfortably at will. So then what were you doingin the woods with outlaws?'

Arakasi shrugged, as if distrust of his motives was of noconsequence. 'I keep in touch with Saric and others of the Tuscai. Ioften traded in the cities on their behalf, using my wits and talents.And through them I met Lujan and his band. I had just reachedSaric's camp when Lujan's call came. I thought I'd come along andsee what this odd business was.' With his head inclined towardsMara, he added, 'I must say I admire the way you bend tradition tosuit your needs, Lady.'

Mara answered, 'Only as needed, Arakasi, and never broken.'She looked at the man for a moment. 'Still, you've not said why youhaven't abandoned your network. I would think it safer if you allsimply faded into the roles you portrayed when your master diedand lived out your lives.'

Arakasi smiled. 'Safer, undoubtedly; even the infrequent contactsI've maintained over the last four years put some of my people atrisk. But for our honour, we keep the network alive.' He paused,then said, 'Our reasons are part of my requirements to take servicewith you. And you shall hear them only if you choose to reach anagreement.'

About to speak, Keyoke then gave a simple shake of his head; noone should presume to bargain with the Ruler of the Acoma in thisfashion. Mara glanced at Nacoya, who was thoughtfully followingthe conversation, then at Papewaio, who nodded once, lendingArakasi his silent endorsement.

Mara took a breath. 'I think I see the wisdom in your requirements,Spy Master. But what would become of your networkshould mishap befall you?'

'My agents have means of routinely checking upon one another.Should a needra pause to sit upon the spot where I nap, thus endingmy career, another agent would make himself known to you withinone month's time.' Arakasi sobered. 'He would give you proof thatcould not be counterfeited, and you could trust him as you wouldme.'

Mara nodded. 'Trust, though, that is the difficulty. Either of uswould be a fool to relinquish caution too quickly.''Of course.'

A slight breeze caused the flames to gutter in the lamps, and for aninstant the chamber swam with shadows. Nacoya made anunthinking gesture against disaster and the gods' displeasure. ButMara was too absorbed to worry over superstition. 'If I agree toyour terms, will you take service?'

Arakasi bowed slightly from the waist, a gesture he accomplishedwith grace. 'I wish to serve a house as much as any soldier, mistress,but there is one thing more. We keep the network intact for reasonsof honour. After the House of Tuscai fell, I and those who workedwith me made a vow. We will not take service if we must break thatVow.'

'What is the vow?'

Arakasi looked directly at Mara, and his eyes reflected fanaticpassion, unmasked by any attempt at guile. In even tones he said,'Vengeance upon the Lord of the Minwanabi.'

'I see.'Mara settled back against her cushions, hoping the passionin her own heart was not so easily read. 'We share an enemy, itseems.'

Arakasi nodded. 'For now. I know the Acoma and theMinwanabi are in contention, but the tides of politics oftenchange -'

Mara held up her hand, silencing him. 'The Acoma have a bloodfeud with the Minwanabi.'

Arakasi stilled and regarded the worn heel of the sandal tuckedunder his knee. So profound was his silence that all in the chamberfelt chilled. Here was a man of seemingly limitless patience, like thetree-lord serpent, who would blend with a branch, unseen, tirelesslywaiting for prey to pass by, then strike with unexpected fury. When

at last Arakasi stirred, Mara observed that the strain of thisinterview had begun to wear at his control. Despite his talents andtraining, the Spy Master had the same conflicting emotions as thoseragged soldiers and servants who had come to her: he might gain asecond beginning, only to become masterless once again. Yet hisvoice reflected no turmoil as he said, 'If you will have us, I and minewill swear loyalty to the Acoma.'

Mara nodded.

Arakasi's face suddenly became animated. 'Then, my mistress, letus begin, for an advantage may be gained if you act quickly. Beforecoming to the hills, I spent time in the north, with a friend in theHouse of Inrodaka. It is common gossip among the workers therethat to the west, near the woodland borders of their Lord's estates, acho-ja hive has spawned a new queen.'

'No word has been sent?' asked Mara, instantly interested.Arakasi gestured in the negative. 'The Lord of the Inrodaka is aquiet man with few guests and even fewer sojourns abroad. But timeis short. The fruit harvesters soon will carry word to the river. Thenews will then race the breadth of the Empire, but for now you arethe only Ruling Lady or Lord to know that a new queen of the cho'jawill soon be seeking a home. She will have at least three hundredwarriors to serve her,' and with a glint of humour he added, 'and ifyou win her loyalty, you can be certain none of them will be spies.'Mara stood. 'If this is true, we must leave before morning.'Gaining a cho-ja hive for her estates would be a gift from the gods.Alien the cho-ja might be, but they made fierce and loyal allies. Thenew queen might begin her nest with three hundred soldiers, eacheasily the match for two Tsurani, but over the years the numbermight grow to several thousand; and as Arakasi pointed out, noneof them could be agents for enemy houses. To Keyoke, Mara said,'Have trailbreakers ready within the hour. We will start our journeyto this hive at dawn.' As the Force Commander departed, shereturned her attention to Arakasi. 'You will accompany us.Papewaio will arrange for servants and see that your needs are met.'

Mara signalled an end to the meeting. As her advisers rose todepart, Nacoya touched Arakasi's sleeve. 'The girl knows nothingof the cho-ja. How will she negotiate?'

Effortlessly courteous, Arakasi took the old woman's hand andushered her to the doorway as if she were some treasured great-aunt. 'The sending of a new queen occurs so rarely, no one can beprepared to negotiate. The Lady of the Acoma must simplyaccommodate to whatever the new queen requests.'As the pair disappeared into the corridor, Mara could barelycontain her excitement. All thoughts of her forthcoming weddingwere eclipsed by this news; to have a hive upon one's estate wasmore than an honour and a source of military power. For beyondbeing superior warriors, cho-ja were miners, able to find preciousmetals and gems buried deep within the earth, from which theirartisans wrought jewellery of surpassing delicacy. The insectoidaliens also held the secret of making silk, the cool, soft fabric mostprized by those who lived in the ever present heat of the Empire.Wars had been fought to control the silk trade, until imperial edictallowed for neither guild nor noble to monopolize it. Now any lordwho could gain silk could trade it.

Cho-ja products were valuable, and their requirements simple:grain and items fashioned of hide; for these reasons families wouldkill to gain a hive upon their estates. And among all the hives knownin the Empire, the cho-ja sent forth a new queen less often than oncein a human lifetime.

But Mara would need to convince the new queen to migrate toAcoma lands. If she failed, representatives of other houses wouldfollow, until the queen received an offer that pleased her. And asArakasi had observed, what would strike the fancy of a creature asalien as a cho-ja remained a mystery.

 

Lujan and his company left for the hills to search for recruits, all butunnoticed amid the bustle of servants gathering supplies for theescort who would depart to bargain for the new cho-ja queen.Mara left her quarters well before dawn. The herders had not yetstirred to drive the needra to the meadows, and the mists hung stillover grasses shiny with dew. Cloaked in dark cloth against thedamp, she waited before an unadorned litter with jican at her side.His tally slate was written over with notes, and he held his styluspoised while Mara dictated last-minute instructions.Suddenly she bit her lip in agitation. 'Gods, the excitement almostmade me forget!'

jican raised his brows. 'Mistress?'

'Wedding invitations.' Mara shook her head in frustration.

'Nacoya will direct you to the proper ritual verses. She will knoweven better than I who must be invited and who may be ignored. Besure to ask her on my behalf to oversee all requirements I haveforgotten.'

jican questioned as he jotted hurried notes. 'What about thesummer stock sale, mistress? Animals to be auctioned must beregistered with the Breeders' Guild in advance.''You've chosen well so far,' Mara said, aware she had run out oftime. 'I trust your judgment.' Keyoke arrived with a chosen troop ofwarriors, and Papewaio and Arakasi already waited, talking, ashort distance away.

The men assembled with the silent efficiency of veterans, andsoon the last one took his place. Keyoke approached, wearing thedark, serviceable armour suitable for unobtrusive travel in thewilds. His officer's helm carried only a single short plume, and hisornate ceremonial sword had been replaced with the one hepreferred to use in battle.

Stopping before Mara, Keyoke bowed. 'Mistress, the men areready. Your bearers stand with the supplies, and the trailbreakersare already on their way. We may depart at your word.'Mara dismissed jican with a wish for prosperity and fair trading.Then she entered her litter and reclined upon the cushions. 'Tell themen to march,' she ordered.

As the half-naked bearers bent to shoulder her weight, she knewthe swift thrill of fear. This was no formal state visit to another Lordbut a bold move to steal an advantage on every other player in theGame of the Council; that boldness carried risks. As the partyswung around a small hillock, Mara watched her estate house fallbehind. She wondered if she would return to see it again.

Guided by Arakasi, the Acoma retinue hurried secretly alongbackcountry trails. Each day Mara observed growing signs of strainin the soldiers' behaviour. Tsurani soldiers would never losediscipline in the presence of their Ruling Lord or Lady, but onprevious marches she had listened to quiet conversation, banter andjokes about the campfires. Now the men kept strict silence, brokenonly at need and then in whispers. Their usually animated faceswere now set in the expressionless masks of Tsurani warriors.On the third day they waited in hiding until nightfall, then movedout in darkness, munching thyza bread and needra jerky as theyhurried to avoid detection. The next daybreak they marched deepinto the territory of a neighbouring lord, several times coming closeto patrols of soldiers from the estate. Keyoke kept his men close byand avoided all contact. Even a minor lord might seize the chance tostrike at trespassers if he thought his men could obliterate Mara andher fifty guards. If any other lord knew of the queen-spawning,there was not just a chance of attack along the way, but certainty.Mara rode in a state of fatigue, unable to rest, not only because ofthe constant travelling and fear, but from the thrill of anticipationas well. Gaining this new hive would do more to preserve Acomasurvival than any dozen clever plots in the High Council.Four more days passed, in exhausting succession. The companysnatched sleep at odd hours, for nights were spent avoiding patrols,or wading through exposed expanses of meadow or thyza paddiesalong the banks of the many tributaries to the river Gagajin. At suchtimes slaves brought up the rear, setting the disturbed seedlingsstraight to hide all traces of their passage. At dawn on the ninth day,Mara sat upon bare earth like a soldier and ate cheese and journeybiscuit. She called Keyoke and Arakasi to come sit with her.Both declined to share her food, as they had eaten the same coldrations earlier. She studied their faces, one lined, leathery, familiar,and as constant as the sunrise, and the other seeming little morethan an illusion, a mask to fit whatever persona the momentrequired. 'We have crossed three estates, each one of them wellguarded. Yet no patrol has sounded the alarm. Am I to believe in theextraordinary skills of my guide and my Force Commander, or is italways this easy for armed soldiers to invade the estates of theEmpire?'

'A pertinent question, mistress.' Arakasi regarded her with whatseemed the beginning of respect. 'One does not need a network ofspies to know Keyoke is accounted a superior officer. Hisexperience is respected throughout the Empire.'Keyoke inclined his head towards the Spy Master at thecompliment. 'We could not have managed so well without theguidance Arakasi has given us. His knowledge of the backcountry isimpressive, a thing the Acoma will value in times to come.'Mara acknowledged this tacit acceptance of Arakasi. The SpyMaster sat with the keen expression of a soldier, an attitude thatnow seemed his natural manner. The man's ability to appear what

he wished slightly unnerved Mara. 'Tell me honestly,' she said,'would you find it this easy to lead an armed company across thelands of the Acoma?'

Arakasi laughed, an unexpected sound in a humourless camp.'Mistress, assuredly not. Keyoke is widely admired for hisknowledge of warcraft. He knows the dangers of regularlyscheduled, unvarying patrols. He is prudent, and cunning, evenwhen his command is small.' With a look of respect at the ForceCommander, he added, 'Especially when his command is small. It isdifficult for one man to trespass upon Acoma lands, let alone a forcein strength.'

Keyoke seized upon a discrepancy. 'You said "difficult", not"impossible".'

Arakasi inclined his head in agreement. 'True.'Mara said, 'Lujan's grey warriors seemed to take our needra withsmall difficulty.'

Arakasi couldn't avoid a grin. 'Again true, but he had anadvantage: I told him when and where to strike.'Keyoke became dangerously still. 'It seems we have something todiscuss.'He gestured, indicating his desire to withdraw.'My Lady?'Mara withheld her consent. 'Is there any estate in the Empire sowell guarded that no stranger or outlaw could slip through?''Only one,' said Arakasi, apparently unconcerned with Keyoke'sire. 'The estate of the Lord of the Dachindo, far to the east.'Mara smiled, as if she had won a small victory. 'Now indeed,Keyoke, you and Arakasi have something to discuss.' She watchedas the two men rose and moved apart, conferring quietly, headsclose together in the misty grey dawn. As much as Keyoke mighttake umbrage at the implied shortcomings in his defence of theestate, Mara knew wisdom would prevail. He would relish anyinformation the Spy Master could offer to better his protection ofhis mistress. Confident that by the time of her wedding theDachindo would no longer be the only estate impenetrable totrespassers, she sent a slave for her comb. In the last minutes beforethe company started off down the trail, she applied herself to theongoing frustration of trying to work the knots from her long hairwithout benefit of a maid.

 

The day grew hot. The soldiers marched uncomplaining, through agradually changing landscape. The lowland plains with theirpatchwork of paddies and meadows gave way to forested hillscrowned with rocks. The trees became old and wild, veiled inflowering vines and thorn. Yet the more difficult the terrain, themore the spirits of the men rose. They had made good time, and assunlight fell slanting across the trail, the travellers reached the farborder of the Inrodaka estates. Arakasi asked for a halt. While thesoldiers changed from field armour to lacquered and polished dressarmour, he said, 'We must leave this trail and cut across this ridge toanother over there.' He waved at a notch in the woodlands, barelymore than a path, that led upward into denser forest.Keyoke paused in his changing, his plumed helm half unpacked.'I thought cho-ja built hives in meadows or valleys.'Arakasi wiped sweat from his forehead. The light was fadingquickly and he seemed concerned that they reach their destinationbefore nightfall. 'Mostly that's true; at least, I've never heard of ahive that's not situated in the open.' He pointed up the trail.'Further on, the woods thin. There's a meadowed valley about athousand feet higher up. That's the place we seek.'Mara overheard. 'So this old hive is not on Inrodaka lands?''No, but there is some sort of treaty nevertheless.' Arakasigestured to the north, where the forest grew wild and thick. 'Theselands were once part of a larger estate, who knows how many yearsago. When that Lord, whoever he was, fell, his holdings weredivided among the conquerors, the Inrodaka among them. Thisarea was left unclaimed. It's not very good land. The timber's rich,but too difficult to log out, and there are only two or three meadowsfor herds, all without trails to lowland pastures. Still, the cho-jaaccept the Inrodaka as their landlords without making an issue of it.Who knows how they think.' Directing the lead soldiers up the trail,he said, 'From here we must be cautious but restrained. We may bechallenged by cho-ja soldiers. We must not fight. With a new queenin the hive, even the seasoned warriors will be very tense andaggressive. They may feint attack, so let no man draw sword, elsewe'll all be slaughtered.'

mara consulted Keyoke, then approved the Spy Master's order.Arrayed in brilliant Acoma green, they began their climb. The trailcut sharply upward, angling between jagged outcrops of rock.Travel by litter became impossible, and even on foot Keyoke had to

help Mara with the more difficult ascents. These were no switchbacktrails cut for humans, but paths fit only for kumi, the six-leggedmountain goat of Kelewan; and for the agile cho-ja. Thebearers fared worst of all, sweating and grunting under their loads,while others hauled the empty litter along by main force.The sun shone hot on the backs of the soldiers. Strange mountainbirds took flight from the trees at their approach, and thicketsteemed with game. Fascinated by sights utterly new and strange,Mara never thought to complain of sore feet.

just after midday, a shout arose from the lead patrol. Keyokecaught Mara's arm and hurried her to the head of the trail, where adozen cho-ja soldiers stood with spears across their upper torsos, atthe ready but not menacing. Shiny black, with six jointed limbs andbodies segmented like those of insects, they all looked identical toMara, as if struck from the mould of a guild craftsman. Sheregarded the aliens and felt utterly at a loss.'These are old hive warriors,' Keyoke observed. 'They will notattack us unless we give them cause.'

Keyoke's words helped steady her. She waited, tense as herescort, while her Force Commander advanced and saluted, hisupraised arm bent at the elbow, palm forward. 'Honour to yourhive.'

The nearest cho-ja spoke in a surprisingly intelligible voice.'Honour to your house, men of the Acoma. Who speaks? The hivemust be informed of your presence.'

'I am Keyoke, Force Commander of the Acoma.'

The lead cho-ja returned the salute. As he moved, Mara saw howhis body was segmented, a larger rear thorax with four threejointedlegs and a smaller upper thorax, roughly comparable to aman's torso, with two almost human arms. His flesh was encased inchitin, and each forearm possessed a natural ridge that appeared assharp as a sword edge. Upon his head he wore a helm of obviousTsurani manufacture. The face within was oval, with largemultifaceted eyes above two slits where a nose should be. The cho-ja'sjaw and mouth were surprisingly human in appearance, thoughhis voice was singsong and high-pitched. 'I am lxal't, Force Leaderof the Second Command of hive Kait'lk.'

'Now I remember.' Keyoke relaxed fractionally, as if in thepresence of an old acquaintance. 'You served during the invasion ofthe Thuril Highlands.' That explained how this cho-ja recognizedAcoma colours. He motioned Mara to his side. 'This is our Lady ofthe Acoma. She has come to negotiate with your new queen.'Eyes like faceted metal flickered briefly over the girl at Keyoke'sside. Then the cho-ja executed a fair imitation of a human bow.'Welcome, Lady. Your arrival is timely. The new warriors arerestless. This hatching is abundant and we are crowded. You maypass, and may your gods bless this bargaining.'The cho-ja moved nimbly aside and allowed the Tsurani party tocontinue up the trail. Mara was curious about the unexpectedexpertise of her Force Commander. 'Keyoke, I didn't know youunderstood the cho-ja.'

'I know their soldiers, as much as any man can. I served withsome. many years ago - when your grandfather led many houses inbattle against the Eastern Confederation.' If the old campaigner felthis years, he did not show them, ascending the difficult trail withhardly a sign of exertion.

'The cho-ja seemed to welcome us with good grace.''Mistress, those were old, disciplined soldiers upon the ridge,'Arakasi cautioned. 'Keyoke was correct in addressing their officer.But from now until we reach the hive we must be wary. Many youngwarriors have been hatched to protect the new queen as she travels.These will be undisciplined and aggressive - quick to provoke toviolence until the young queen is safely within the earth of her newhive.'

Keyoke cleared a thorn branch from the path. 'You speak as onewho knows the cho-ja, Arakasi,' he said.

The Spy Master avoided the branch as it swung. 'No man knowsthe cho-j a. But I once hid from Minwanabi assassins for a week in acho-j a hive. I learned something of them. It is my nature to ask manyquestions about things I do not understand when the opportunitypresents itself.'

Mara was intrigued. Even when the ground became suitable for
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travel by litter once again, she remained afoot. 'Tell me of the choja,then, Arakasi. What are they like?'

'The older ones are as ordered as the seasons, Lady. The youngare unpredictable. They are hatched in a crache. A dozen lesserfemales, called rirari, do nothing but lay eggs.'The term was archaic

Tsurani, meaning a second-level queen, or duchess. 'But the eggs areinfertile. The queen swallows them whole and passes them througha chamber in her body which fertilizes them, and more.''More?' asked Mara.

'By some cho-ja means, as the queen is being serviced by abreeding male, she determines the sex and function of each egg, orleaves it sterile. At least, this is what I have been told.''They can choose these things?' wondered Mara. 'Tell me more.''Male cho-ja are roughly divided into three groups: the breeders,the workers, and soldiers. The workers are either clever or strong,artisans or beasts of burden, depending on what the hive needs. Thesoldiers are both strong and clever. The breeders are stupid, butthey have only one task, to mate with the queen.'Arakasi glanced aside and saw that Mara still listened raptly. Afew of the nearest soldiers paid heed to the Spy Master as well.'Once the queen takes residence in the royal chamber, she nevermoves. Workers constantly feed her, while she is passed eggs by therirari and serviced by the breeding males. Each one mates with herfor hours at a time, until near exhaustion, when he is replaced byanother. You will see when we are presented to the old queen.''Fascinating.' Mara paused, a little breathless, for the trail hadgrown steep once again. 'What of the young?'

'There is much I do not know of the females,' Arakasi admitted.'But as immature cho-ja, all males are free to play and grow, muchlike human children - except that one day these young cho-ja aresporting about like needra calves and the next they awake, knowingtheir time to serve has begun. Only when a new queen is born are thesoldiers hatched and hastened to.maturity. This makes for anaggressive, unpredictable warrior, I'm afraid. They are quick toanger, and only the new queen can command them to instantobedience.'

Arakasi fell silent, for the trail crested a small rise, to cut sharplydownwards into a valley tucked like a fold between hills. Throughthe arched boughs of a matched pair of ulo trees, they saw a sun
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warmed meadow. The grass grew emerald, too meticulouslyclipped to be natural.

Arakasi pointed. 'The hive lies ahead, beyond those trees.'Keyoke commanded the soldiers to smarten up their columns.The company started forward in battle-ready array, with their Ladyprotected in their midst.

As her escort reached the edge of the ulo trees, Mara's heartquickened with excitement. Through the raised shafts of thewarriors' spears she glimpsed the far end of the meadow, where avast mound rose, ancient in that small trees had taken root andflourished upon it. An entrance was visible on one side, archesshored up with delicately carved stonework. On the beaten paththat led inward, hundreds of cho-ja hurried to and from the hive,upon what errands only they knew.

Mara paused and commanded slaves to bring her litter. She mighthave been too excited to ride upon the ridge, but she would meet thecho-ja queens as Lady of a great house. As the bearers shoulderedthe litter poles once more, Keyoke and Arakasi marched at her side.Then all stood at readiness. One of the soldiers raised a battle hornto his lips and blew an announcement call. Then the ForceCommander of the Acoma ordered Mara's escort to step brisklyfrom the shadow of the woods into sunlight.

Nothing changed at first. The cho-j a workers hustled about theirtasks much as before, until the humans reached the valley floor.Then suddenly a dozen figures emerged from behind the right sideof the hive. They raced forward like a herd of needra panicked bylightning, feet pounding upon the sod. 'Warriors,' Arakasi said.'Hold the men steady: this rush is probably a feint.' Sweatingslightly under his armour, Keyoke signalled the men. None readiedweapons, though many might have questioned the prudence of theorder, for the cho-ja bore down at a furious gallop. Closer theycame, until the Acoma soldiers could see the sunlight gleam on therazor-sharp edges of their fore-arms. Then, when they were closeenough to strike, the cho-ja veered off at the last second. With asound like human laughter they ran off towards the hive.Mara watched them go with a shuddering sigh of relief. 'They areso swift. How did we ever manage to subdue them?'Arakasi wiped his brow and returned an indulgent smile. 'Wenever did, Lady. Humans settled land the cho-j a never wanted, until
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the queens found their hives surrounded. By then it was easier for

both sides to make treaties than to fight. It takes skilled soldiers toface a force of cho-ja and survive. When aroused, they are efficientkillers.'

As the retinue continued steadily towards the mound, more andmore cho-ja appeared. Soon hundreds passed on every side, somewith baskets strapped to their thoraxes, others wearing belts slungwith tools. Aroused to curiosity by such industry, Mara peeredthrough the curtain of her litter. 'Arakasi, is this hive of normalsize?'

'A little larger than most, mistress, but not remarkably so.''How many cho-ja live within?'

Without hesitation, Arakasi replied, 'Twenty, twenty-fivethousand.'

Mara was stunned. Before her lay a city in the wilderness. 'Howmany will travel with the new queen?'

'I don't know. In the past, I think the hives would split when9 4

 

population pressure became too much. Arakasi shrugged. Nowthere is little apparent logic in the decision to birth a new queen.For, despite their breeding continuously, the cho-ja control thehive's numbers. Perhaps the old queen must reproduce herself eachgeneration. Perhaps it is chance that brings a new queen. I do notknow.'

Close at hand the mound seemed a symmetrical, steep-sided hill.The soldiers tightened formation, for the roadway becamecrowded. Here the grass had worn away to fine dust continuallystirred by busy feet. Several times Mara's party was approached bybands of young cho-ja. They pointed and stared with metallic eyesand chirped lively phrases in their own tongue, but the adults paidthe visitors little heed. A band of workers scuttled past, carryingbundles of wood large enough to require five humans to lift, yet onecho-ja worker was sufficient for the task.

Then a band of young warriors came racing towards Mara'sparty. Workers scattered from their path, bundles swaying, andjaws clacking a strange signal of dismay. Within a matter ofmoments the Tsurani found themselves surrounded. Keyoke calleda halt. Dust swirled, and spear butts struck the earth in the formalstance of soldiers at rest, though the cho-ja appeared ready to fight.None was armed or helmeted in the manner of the guards upon the
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ridge. But with their powerful, naturally armoured bodies andrazor-sharp forearm ridges, they would still make fearsomeopponents.

Arakasi remained in position by the litter as Keyoke hastenedforward. The Force Commander had barely reached the head of thecolumn when a cho-ja charged. With the uncanny ability of his raceto go from frenetic movement to absolute stillness, he halted scantinches before Keyoke, then stood there trembling, as if eager tofight. Yet when the cho-ja made no further provocative moves,Keyoke bowed with cautious courtesy. 'We are of the Acoma,' heannounced. 'My Lady of the Acoma wishes to speak with yourqueen.'

The cho-ja warrior remained motionless while the constanttraffic of workers flowed by on either side. Tense and silent, theAcoma soldiers awaited any hint of threat to their mistress, whileArakasi advised Keyoke. 'I don't think these warriors understandTsurani. This one here is barely mature. We may be forced to defendourselves.' Controlled but urgent, the Spy Master lowered his voice.'If the one in front attacks, the others may come to aid him. If weprovoke him, they certainly will. Strike only at those who attackfirst, for some who come may be seeking to aid us.'Keyoke returned a fractional nod. His hand lightly gripped hissword hilt, Mara saw. Yet he made no move to draw, even when thecreature twitched his head to get a better view of the brightlyarmoured fighter. Long, tense moments dragged by; then another,larger, cho-ja arrived. Mara waited, edgy as her escort, as thenewcomer pushed through the press of young warriors. It paused atthe side of the one who confronted Keyoke, and shouted whatmight have been a command in a high-pitched clicking language.Several of the surrounding youngsters dipped their forelimbs andhurried away, but more stayed, including the one who blocked thetrail. Without warning, the larger cho-ja reached out and seized theyoungster around the middle of the upper body. He locked his limbsin an immovable grip, and for a moment the two cho-ja strainedagainst each other, grunting with effort as their chitin gratedtogether. The first cho-ja tottered; pulled off balance, he fell to theground, where he thrashed for an instant in panic. The elder placeda leg atop the younger cho-ja, holding him down for a moment, thenstepped back, allowing the younger to scramble to his knees. The
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instant he regained his footing, he spun and ran away, and the lastof the young warriors fled with him.

The remaining cho-ja clicked apologetically and saluted.'Honours to your house, humans.'Keyoke returned the salute as thecho-ja said. 'That young one was unused to the sight of humans. He

was ready to attack, and the others would have followed him had Inot thrown him down.'

Softly, but so that all could hear, Arakasi said, 'Cho-ja are mostvulnerable when on the ground. They are extraordinarily agile, andterrified of losing their footing.'

'That is true,' agreed the cho-ja. 'When I pulled the youngsterover and held him down, he knew I was his better and he would notstand against me. I am Ratark'l, a soldier of the Kait'lk.' He bowedin a very human fashion, then motioned for them to follow. 'I do notknow your colours, humans, but I can see you are not of theInrodaka. His men wear the colour that can't be seen, which youhumans call red.'

'We are of the Acoma.'Keyoke indicated Mara's litter and added,'This is my mistress, the Lady of the Acoma. She has travelled far tomeet with your queen.'

The cho-ja spun around and seemed agitated. 'My knowledge ofyour language seems now to be inadequate. I know of your Lords.What is a Lady?'

Keyoke responded with an imitation of a cho-ja gesture ofrespect. 'She is our ruler.'

The cho-ja almost reared. His eyes glittered as, with a deferencenot shown before, he bent his head towards the litter where Mararode hidden from sight. 'Ruler! Never have we seen one of yourqueens, human. I shall hurry to my Queen and tell of your arrival.'The cho-ja spun abruptly and darted between the press ofcommerce towards the hive entrance. Somewhat disoriented by thebrevity of its manners, Keyoke turned to Arakasi. 'What do youmake of that?'

Arakasi shrugged and indicated that the party should resume theapproach to the hive. 'I suppose the home garrison has never seen aTsurani woman before. Only traders and envoys of the Lord of theInrodaka come here. It's quite possible that this may be the first timein memory that a Ruling Lady has come to deal with a hive queen.The novelty may prove interesting.'

Keyoke halted the march. 'Dangerous?'

Arakasi considered. 'Probably not, though with the youngwarriors as nervous to be moving to a new hive as they are, I can'tsay for certain. Still, I've never heard of a cho-ja harming a guest.For the moment I expect we are safe.'

Mara spoke from inside the litter. 'I don't care about the risk,Keyoke. If we don't gain an alliance with the new queen . .Keyoke glanced at his mistress. Like Nacoya, he knew Maraplotted and planned and took counsel from no one. But unlike thenurse, he simply accepted the fact. The Force Commander noddedhis plumed head and resumed the approach to the hive. When thesoldiers reached the entrance, an honour guard stepped from thearched entrance to meet them, a pair of cho-ja warriors wearingplumed and crested helms styled after those of Tsurani officers.Although no order was spoke, instantly the stream of cho-j a bearingburdens and messages rerouted their comings and goings throughsmaller openings on either side of the main entrance. The Acomaretinue halted before the honour guard. As the dust swirled andsettled, the cho-ja in the lead bowed from the joint of his twothoraxes. 'I am Lax'l, Force Commander of hive Kait'lk.'Keyoke bowed also. 'I am Keyoke, Force Commander of theAcoma. Honours to your hive.'

'Honours to your house, Keyoke of the Acoma.'

Keyoke motioned towards the litter. 'Within rests Mara, RulingLady of the Acoma.'

At once attentive, Lax'l said, 'One of our warriors announced ahuman queen has come to call. Is she the one?'Before Keyoke could answer, Arakasi said, 'She is young but willbe mother to Acoma lords.'

All the cho-Ja in the honour guard made a sudden keening cry. Allactivity around the entrance halted. For a moment no one moved,human or cho-Ja. Then the cho-ja Force Commander bowed low,like a needra kneeling; moments later, all the other cho-ja in sight,even the ones bearing burdens, did likewise. Over the shufflingsound as they rose and continued with their errands, Lax'l said, 'Wewelcome the human queen to hive Kait'lk. Our Queen shall beinformed of your arrival without delay. We would also tell her thereason for your coming, if you will permit.'

'I permit,' said Mara promptly. Since delay seemed inevitable she
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allowed the bearers to lower her litter to the ground, though sheremained hidden behind the gauze curtains. 'Inform your queenthat we come requesting the honour of bargaining for the newqueen's hive to be built upon Acoma land.'

At this the cho-ja cocked his head; one forelimb lifted inastonishment. 'News travels swiftly through the Empire. The youngQueen is barely more than a hatchling, not ready as yet to ventureabove ground.'

Mara bit her lip; time now was critical, with the wedding date setand her estate left vulnerable by her absence. Nacoya and jicanwere competent, but they could not prevent the inevitable reportsby enemy spies that she was off on a secret errand. Each day she wasabsent increased the risk of attack against a garrison still dangerouslyundermanned. Prompted by impulse and a driving, intuitiveambition, Mara whipped aside the curtains. 'Force Commander ofthe cho-ja,' she said, before Arakasi or Keyoke could counselotherwise. 'If the new queen cannot meet with me outside, I willcome to her, should your ruler permit.'

Arakasi stiffened, startled, and Keyoke froze with his hand halfraisedto rub his chin. The request was presumptuous; neither manguessed how the cho-ja might react. For a moment each warriorheld his breath, while the cho-ja stood trembling in the samemanner as the young warrior who had been poised to attack themonly a short while before.

But Lax'l proved uncertain rather than angry. 'Lady Queen, nohuman has asked such a thing in our memory. Wait here, and I shallenquire.' He whirled and scuttled into the hive.Slowly Keyoke lowered his arm. 'That was a dangerous move,mistress. If the queen should receive your request with displeasure,your warriors are outnumbered two hundred to one.''And yet the cho-ja officer did not act affronted,' Arakasi pointedout, 'merely astonished.' He shook his head with what might havebeen admiration.

Nevertheless, Keyoke kept his soldiers on guard. With weaponsnear to hand, all waited for the cho-ja commander's return.Lax'l scuttled abruptly from the dark beyond the entrance. Hebowed low, the polished dome of his head segment almost brushingthe dust. 'Our Queen is honoured that you are willing to visit theheart of the hive to see her daughter. She will allow you to enter with
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one officer, five soldiers, and as many workers as you need. Lady ofthe Acoma, come at once, for my Queen waits to greet you withinthe great chamber.'

Mara signalled through the hangings and a somewhat bemusedKeyoke chose Arakasi and four others to follow Lax'l. Then theForce Commander ordered the remaining guards to take their easewhile their mistress was absent. In short order, Mara, her pickedattendants, and her guards entered the hillside, immediatelyengulfed by the gloom of the tunnel.

Mara's first impression was of moist, earth odours, and ofanother scent intermingled, a nutty, spicy smell that could only bethe cho-ja. The large arch they passed under was faced withcarvings of surpassing delicacy, decorated with precious inlays ofmetal and gems. Mara imagined jican's exclamations of delightshould the Acoma estate gain craftsmen capable of such work. Thenthe shadows deepened as the tunnel sloped downwards, out of thedirect light of the entrance. Behind gauzy curtains, Mara wasvirtually blind until her eyes adjusted to the darkness. The cho-jaForce Commander scuttled ahead with the quickness characteristicof his race. The humans walked briskly to keep up, the panting ofthe slaves strangely amplified as they bore the litter down a mazelikearray of ramps. The tunnels had been hewed out of the ground, thenbraced with some strange compound that set into the hardness ofstone. Sounds echoed easily off this substance, lending an eeriequality to the creak of armour and weaponry. Deeper the partymarched, through curves that undulated apparently withoutpattern. Odd globes of light had been placed at junctions, causingintersections to be islands of illumination between long stretches ofgloom. Mara studied the globes, amazed to find they containedneither oil nor flame. She wondered how such a glow might befashioned, even as her litter was jostled by a constant press of cho-jaintent upon hive business. Most turned to regard the humans amoment before continuing on.

As the third intersection disappeared behind, Mara pondered thedifferent cho-ja in her view. Warriors seemed uniformly powerful,with huge lower thorax, broad shoulders on the upper body, and aheight half again as tall as the tallest Tsurani. The workers werenoticeably shorter and stockier, more placid in their demeanour.But she had seen others, more aoe than the workers, yet less

Bargain

 

I35

 

formidable than the warriors. When she asked Arakasi about these,he answered, 'Artisans, mistress.'

The way steepened as they descended into the hive. Intersectionsbecame more frequent and the cho-ja scent thickened in the air. Intime the passage widened, opening out into a large cavern hung

with many light globes. Mara pushed the curtains of her litter wideand stared in surprise and wonder. Clinging to the ceiling of eachtunnel into the chamber were small cho-ja, about the size of ahuman child of five. Transparent wings upon their backs beatfuriously, the movement a blur in the dim light. Each creatureseemed to rest for a minute or two, then resume the beating for anequal amount of time. The constant changing caused the air to humwith almost musical shifts in rhythm. Arakasi noticed Mara'samazement and explained. 'These must be worker females.''I thought you said you knew only of the males,' commentedMara.

'I've never seen these before,' he acknowledged. 'But only thefemales have wings.'

Lax'l revealed unexpectedly keen hearing as he glanced back atMara and her escort. 'Your adviser is correct, Lady Queen. Theseyou see above are sterile females; they are nearly mindless and liveonly to move the air through the deep tunnels and chambers. Itwould grow difficult to breathe down here if not for their labour.'He guided the Acoma party swiftly across the cavern, turned abend, and entered a low passage, which quickly became a rampheading downward. The slaves carrying Mara's litter struggled forbreath. Mara considered calling an early shift change; but thetunnel suddenly opened out into what could only be the Queen'schamber.

The cho-ja Queen was immense, at least thirty feet long from herhead to the end of her second thorax. Dark, almost polished black,she lay upon a raised mound of earth, and from the witheredappearance of her legs Mara realized she never moved from thatlocation. Fine hangings draped portions of her anatomy, andbetween them her workers darted, preening her enormous body,attending diligently to her every comfort and need. High above her,and mounted back upon her thorax, a stocky male perched, hissoldierlike body surmounted by the small head of a worker. Herocked over the Queen with a rhythmic motion. Arakasi inclined his
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head and said, 'A breeding male, my Lady. One is always withQueen.' A dozen cho-)a males were arrayed before her, some wcrested helms and others without visible ornament; all awaitedarrival of the Acoma party in polite silence. On either side ofchamber, smaller versions of the Queen lay upon their stomachand attendants bustled about each of them. Arakasi pointed thout to Mara and murmured, 'Rirari, I expect, the lesser queens vlay the eggs.'

Lax'l indicated that they should wait, then scuttled forward va loud series of clicks. A hush fell over the chamber, thoughworkers still attended to their tasks. The bearers placed Malitter upon the earth, and with Keyoke's assistance she stepforth. No longer hidden by gauze hangings, she felt small, andlost, in a chamber at least four times the size of the grand hall ofAnasati; up close, the size of the Queen was overpowerMaintaining her poise with an effort of will, Mara stood while aslave from her retinue slipped a jewelled overrobe overshoulders. She strove not to quail as the alien Queen stared intentlyat her. The dark, faceted eyes reflected no expression. Nendured with an outward show of calm, though her knees began totremble as her attendant stepped back. Then the cho-ja Queen.spoke in a voice surprisingly slight and delicate to be issuing from soennormous a form. 'You are the human Queen?'

Mara bowed slightly, the jewels on her sleeves flashing in thelight. 'I am Mara, Ruling Lady of the Acoma. We have no queeryou do, but I rule my house in the same manner as you would 3hive.'

The Queen made a sound. Hchitintin features remainedmobile, but her manner suggested amusement, and her outburstseemed akin to human laughter.

'I didn't expect your kind to breed like us, Mara of the Acomahave been told of your odd matings. I am very old. But airhumans I have heard only of Ruling Lords. How is it that youcommand, and the men who accompany you do not?'Mara explained that only when no male heirs remained witnoble family did a female come to power. The Queen listened,when Mara finished, said, 'You humans are so alien. Wewonder what makes you strive so. But I distract myself. TheQueen, my daughter, is anxious to meet a human queen, particularly one who ventures below ground in deference to the customsof our kind.'

Now the old Queen sang out in a loud, piping whistle, and a pairof cho-ja workers came forward. Between them they ushered a

cho-ja smaller than any the human party had encountered so far.mara looked a long moment before she understood. 'This is the newQueen?'

'Such was I once, long ago. She will grow and within a matter ofweeks she will be big enough to rule; a few months after, she willstart reproduction.'

The young Queen regarded Mara, circling her to get a betterlook. She seemed to move with a grace not seen in any cho-ja before,her steps fluid, even lithe; she showed none of the rapid movementMara had observed in the workers and soldiers. But even as shespoke in the clicking tongue of her kind, bright, faceted eyes neverleft Mara. The cho-ja matriarch said,'Our young are born knowingour language, as they are taught while they grow within the egg sack.Your tongue they must learn after they hatch. My daughter will beunable to speak with you for some time yet to come.'The young Queen's scrutiny made Mara's skin prickle selfconsciously;yet she held still and waited. Presently the youngQueen finished her inspection and fell silent. The old Queenanswered rapidly and then translated in Tsurani. 'She said you areall alien-looking - frightening.' To Mara she added, 'Though youare less frightening than the males.'

Mara bowed slightly to the new Queen. 'Please tell her I think sheis lovely.' The remark was not empty flattery; although the youngQueen would someday grow to be the monstrous equal of hermother, at present she was delicately formed and pleasing toobserve. Unlike the blue-tinged males, she was a deep maroon incolour and possessed a quality that Mara could only call feminine.The old Queen interpreted and the new Queen trilled, seeminglyin pleasure. Mara went on. 'We come seeking a treaty. We wouldwelcome this new Queen and her followers to build a hive on ourland. We would like to begin negotiations as soon as possible.'The old Queen answered, 'I do not understand. The negotiationshave begun.'

Mara felt a stab of concern. The finality of the event came toosuddenly for her to cope, for she had banked upon the counsel of
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Arakasi. She strove politely to buy time. 'I am weary from days oftravel. Might I have leave to rest a day before we speak of thesematters?'

The old Queen repeated the request and followed with the youngQueen's answer. 'My daughter Queen says she will hear what youbid, now.'

Mara looked at Arakasi, who whispered, 'If you leave, you mayoffend her and lose any chance to speak to her again.'Suddenly Mara felt worn. The excitement of reaching the hivehad buoyed her for the last hour, but now she felt ready to collapse.The stress of dealing with the young Queen combined with thekilling pace of the last week made her mind seem fog-clouded. Still,there seemed no choice but to go on. Mara signalled for a cushionfrom her litter to be placed upon the floor. She seated herself asformally as she could manage and opened negotiations. 'Whatwould your daughter wish to come live upon Acoma lands?'The young Queen crouched cho-ja fashion, by lowering her fourlegs in a squat while maintaining an erect upper torso, arms crossedin very human fashion. She fixed large eyes upon Mara and spoke.The old Queen translated. 'My daughter wishes to know if the earthof your estates is wet or dry.'

Mara answered without hesitation. 'Both. The Acoma lands arewide and rich, from water-flooded thyza paddies to high forests. Wehave meadowlands which rise up into hills not unlike those thatsurround this hive.'

The young Queen listened to her mother's interpretation, thenresponded. 'My daughter Queen would settle her following nearclean water, but not where the ground is too wet. She asks also thatthe place be away from the forest, as the old root systems makedigging the upper tunnels difficult. The first chamber must be dugquickly, for she would not risk staying above ground any longerthan necessary.'

Mara conferred with Keyoke. 'We could give her the lowerneedra meadow to the west of the river. Slaves can then clear newland for the herd to the east.' When the Force Commander noddedagreement, Mara said,'Tell your daughter that we offer a low hill ofland, surrounded by open meadow, within a short march to fresh,clear water. But the land is located above the higher of the twobanks of the river and stays dry, even during the heavy rains.'
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The old Queen and the young engaged in discussion. The cho-jalanguage of clicks and whistles seemed more efficient than humanwords; or else the aliens exchanged information in ways thatsupplemented language. Mara waited, inwardly nervous.Suddenly a strident whistle echoed through the hive's great

chamber. Mara's retinue stiffened in alarm, and the old Queen'sconversation with her daughter ceased abruptly. Fearful thedisturbance might herald alarm, Keyoke gripped his sword hilt.But Arakasi seized the Force Commander's upper arm andwhispered urgently, 'Pull steel this close to two queens and we alldie instantly.' The older Queen showed no sign of alarm, but themales near her had all risen to a half crouch, a battle posture thatreadied them to explode into a charge. Half-raised forearmsquivered slightly as razor-sharp chitin ridges were angled towardsKeyoke. The old Force Commander had seen cho-ja at war; thesewere a hairsbreadth away from attack. He released his sword and atonce the warriors before the old Queen subsided into theirsquatting position. The old Queen made no comment. Arakasireleased a pent-up breath and offered slight reassurance. 'Shoulddanger arise, those warriors will protect us as well as their Queen.'Keyoke nodded at the logic of this, but he still stepped closer to hisLady.

On the dais, the old Queen clicked and twitched a forelimb; andin response to her command, Lax'l rose from his place at her feetand scuttled off.

Watching him, Mara wondered whether she could ever adjust tothe speed at which the cho-ja moved at need. As messengers, theywould be unparalleled, and that prompted remembrance of achildhood rhyme recited by Nacoya that ended, '. . . the cho-ja arethe first with news and early-season fruit.' Phrased as nonsense, andtreated by humans as entertainment for youngsters, Mara ponderednow whether the jingle held some element of truth.Lax'l returned before she could pursue the idea with inquiry. Heexchanged rapid whistles and clicks with his matriarch; and the oldQueen's next words banished all musings upon nursery tales fromMara's thoughts.

'Lady Queen of the Acoma,' the ruling cho-j a said, 'word arrivesthat a Lord of your kind has travelled to the hive to bargain againstYou for the new Queen's favour.'
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Mara stiffened.

Dismay, disappointment, and anger welled up within her all atonce; then fear prevailed over all else. Somehow, someone hadrelayed word of the cho-ja Queen's hatching.

If the news had spread indiscriminately across the countryside,more than one family might be travelling to the hive in the hill. Theone waiting above would be only the first of many. Yet this boded illeven if the news had not been widely dispersed, for then the Lord ofthe Inrodaka might have invited some special friend to be first toseek the new Queen's hive. He would most certainly not be pleasedto discover trespassers upon his land to steal a march upon his ally.With or without the young Queen's approval, Mara now facedreturning across the lands of a hostile Lord aware of her presence.Even more frightening, some agent of the Minwanabi might havelearned of Mara's errand and sent an informant back to his master.Perhaps Jingu himself waited above to communicate with the youngQueen.

Careful to hide her distress from the Queens, Mara took a deepbreath. Her throat felt as dry as sand, even as she reminded herselfof a teaching mother's lesson: 'Fear is the little death, daughter. Itkills in tiny pieces.'

With the appearance of calm, Mara looked to the old Queen.'Honoured ruler,' she said, 'be advised that I am most determined towin the loyalty of this new hive. Acoma lands are rich and wide, andanother Lord of the Empire is unlikely to better the terms I canoffer.'

On the dais, the old Queen huffed through her nose slits, thecho-ja equivalent of laughter. 'Loyalty? Lady Ruler of the Acoma,that is a concept not shared by my kind. Workers, warriors, Rirari,
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all do as is their nature, for without the hive there is nothing. Aqueen is the sole arbiter of a hive, and we make our trade contractsfor the best terms we may. Always we serve the highest bidder,'Mara sat speechless at this revelation. By chance the Queen haddisclosed a thing no Tsurani in the Empire had guessed. Tsuranisociety had always believed the cho-ja were above certain humanfailings. Now what was believed to be an unassailable sense ofhonour was revealed as the crassest sort of service mongering.These cho-ja were nothing more than a race of merchants. Theirlegendary loyalty was open to sale to the highest bidder, andperhaps subject to renegotiation should the cho-ja receive a betteroffer from a rival Lord. One of the underpinnings of the Empire'spower structure was far more vulnerable than* anyone knew, fornever before had anyone thought to test cho-Ja loyalty by contacting the hive upon another lord's lands. Through her dismay, Marasaw advantage: so long as no other ruler in the Empire guessed thetruth, she might use such knowledge for her own gain - providedshe survived the next hour.

'Keyoke.' Mara leaned across her cushions and motioned theForce Commander closer. 'These warriors who came with us mustbe sworn to absolute silence.' With her face kept carefully blank,she added, 'The slaves must not be permitted to reveal what we havejust heard.' Nothing more would be said, but the old warrior knewshe had just pronounced death sentence upon eight men. He in turnwhispered something to Arakasi and, his expression unreadable,the Spy Master nodded once, indicating he affirmed the decision.Mara straightened. To the old Queen she said, 'Then we shallbargain.'

Excited by the prospect, the old Queen trilled her pleasure. 'I shallinform the other human Lord that he has a competing offer.'The Queen then issued commands to waiting cho-ja workers.These were of the smaller, more intelligent artisan class. Marawaited with the appearance of patience as they scuttled away. Otherworkers entered the chamber, clearly establishing a relay ofmessengers, since the newly arrived Lord preferred to negotiatefrom the surface, in the traditional Tsurani manner. Mara resolvedto extract what advantage she could from that circumstance.The first message arrived from above, and after clickingcommunication with the courier and the young Queen, the hive
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matriarch inclined her head towards Mara. 'Your rival Lord alsopossesses fine meadowlands that are dry year round, near to goodwater, and free of tree roots. He says as well that his soil is sandyand easy to tunnel.' She paused and conferred with her daughterQueen, then added, 'Lady of the Acoma, my hatchling wishes toknow if you care to improve your offer.'

Mara resisted an impulse to twist her fingers in the fringes of hercushion. 'Kindly relate to your daughter that sandy soil may be easyto dig, but it also leaches water and tends to collapse easily.'Enjoying herself, the old Queen responded with her odd laugh.'We know, Lady of the Acoma. We find it entertaining that a humanwould presume to know more of tunnelling than a cho-ja. Still,sandy soil presents no difficult problem for us.'Mara thought quickly. 'You are the finest miners in the world, yetI will provide slaves to help with the digging so that your daughter'swait upon the surface is short. One hundred of my warriors willsafeguard the site, and my own pavilion will shade her from the sununtil her chambers are ready underground.' Mara swallowed hard.'In addition, each day she remains above ground she shall havetwenty baskets of fruits and thyza harvested from my fields, that herworkers may remain full of industry with no need to forage.'The old Queen clicked her translation and the young Queenreplied. A moment later a messenger scuttled up the passagetowards the surface. Perspiring lightly in the spicy warmth, Maramanaged not to fidget. Negotiations might proceed very slowly, shethought, but the messenger returned unexpectedly fast.When the new terms had been related to her daughter, the oldQueen translated for Mara. 'Should any tunnels collapse, your rivalsays he offers a suite of rooms in his estate house to the Queen andher chosen attendants, until her own quarters may be rebuilt.'Something in the Queen's voice lent Mara an insight. Despite herfluent Tsurani, the Queen was an alien being with alien needs. Fewcommon values overlapped; by repeating the rival offer, the cho-jaruler might not be indicating her preference but instead inciting thehuman rulers to bid each other up as high as possible. Mara stroveto be as shrewd as possible. 'That is silly. What reason would yourdaughter have to wish to reside in a Tsurani house? My pavilionwould be more comfortable.'

The old Queen answered without hesitation. 'This is true. But he
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also offers a hundredweight in jade and an equal weight in finemetal to endow my daughter's craft workers.'

Mara shivered slightly under her thin robes. The items just namedamounted to a fortune. Her rival above was most determined, toraise his stakes so high this soon. Cleverness alone would not

suffice, and Mara imagined jican wringing his hands as she debatedthe wealth the Acoma would pledge as a counter-offer.Mara's voice was unsteady as she spoke. 'Honourable Queen, tellyour daughter that Tsurani estate houses are suitable to workersand soldiers only, not queens. Far better, tunnels that nevercollapse. Say also that metals and jade are useless without tools towork them; so then, what would the cho-ja wish: gems and metalswhich they can find more easily than any human miner, or toolswhich can work such into things of beauty and value, to be traded tohumans for whatever the cho-ja truly wish to possess? I will matchthe other Lord's offer in value, but with things cho-j a do not fashionfor themselves: tools, and needra hide of equal worth, and resin-workedwoods.' She paused, then added, 'Also weapons andarmour for her warriors.'

,A generous offer,' observed the old Queen. Her eyes glitteredbrightly while she translated, as if she enjoyed the striving betweenhuman rulers. The exchange was punctuated by excited trills.Strained and tired, Mara closed her eyes. The Acoma resourcesstood in danger of depletion, and the pledge she had just made reliedheavily on the craftsmen brought in by Lujan, armourers andweapons makers whose work had yet to be evaluated. And the choja would be insulted by inferior work, perhaps even moved towrath.

The messenger returned quickly. He exchanged rapid clicks withthe Queen matriarch, and the daughter Queen broke into a series ofloud trills.

Mara dreaded the translation; surely the outburst from thedaughter Queen signified a magnanimous concession from the rivalLord.

The old Queen finished with the messenger. Still as a statue ofobsidian, she said, 'Lady Ruler, the Lord above ground hasinformed us that he recognizes Acoma colours upon the warriorswho wait by the hive entrance. He says he knows of your resources
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and claims further that you cannot possibly meet the terms you havejust named.'

Mara's eyes narrowed before the glittering gaze of the Queen.'His words are untrue.' She paused, contained a sharp, dangerousanger, and arose from her cushion. 'This Lord speaks fromignorance.'

Indifferent to Mara's ire, the Queen said, 'I do not understand.'Mara strove to control her fury. 'Do the cho-ja know the detailsof every hive, the workings, the goings-on?'

The Queen flicked her forearms in perplexity. 'Whatever transpiresin a hive is known to all queens.' She paused a long minute,then chittered softly to the young Queen. To Mara she added,'Clearly your human ways differ from ours.'

Mara licked her lips and tasted sweat. Strain must not drive her toact rashly. Deep below ground, with only six warriors standingbetween herself and the most rigorous of hive defences, a singlemistimed gesture might prove fatal. 'I am Ruling Lady of theAcoma,' Mara said carefully. 'I say that no house in the Empiredares to presume to know the extent of my resources! This rivalLord bargains without honour and his charge is an insult to myhouse.' She stepped forward, fear masked by the proud bearing ofher ancestors, and faced the young Queen directly. 'Lady of thecho-ja, I negotiate in good faith. Know that, as an Acoma, I hold myword more important than my life.'

The wait as her words were translated threatened to break her,yet Mara endured, hands clenched hard together. The young Queenstudied the human visitor with keen curiosity, while the old Queengave instructions to her messengers. Mara's challenge to her unseenrival above ground broached matters of honour, and a bloodlettingmight result that could carry even into the hive. Fighting an onset ofpanic, Mara cursed inwardly. Not knowing the identity of her rivalplaced her at a severe disadvantage.

A faint scrape sounded in the passage as the next messengerwhisked into view. The old Queen heard him, then spoke. 'LadyRuler, the Lord above concedes his words were spoken in anger.Perhaps you might have armourers who can fulfil the obligation youhave promised, but he says all the Empire knows that his wealth isgreater than that of the Acoma. For the young Queen he will better
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any and all offers the Lady Mara cares to make, if my daughter willchoose his land for her new hive.'

jade bracelets clashed against silence as Mara stiffened. 'Whoboasts his wealth is superior to mine?'

'The Lord of the Ekamchi,' answered the Queen.Mara looked askance at Arakasi, for the name was only vaguely

familiar. The Spy Master left his place among her retinue andwhispered swiftly, 'Inrodaka's closest friend. He has some wealth, alittle more than your own, I think. His army is small, though heprobably has an escort with him that outnumbers us. I rememberhim as a fat man, with no personal history of warcraft and mostlikely little courage.'

Mara nodded. The speed with which the Lord of the Ekamchihad retracted his claim to know Acoma resources seemed toindicate the hesitancy of a man unsure of himself. Relying onArakasi's implicit advice, Mara said, 'Advantage shifts away fromus the longer we wait. I think I need to be bold.'The Spy Master flashed a quick smile as he bowed and returned tohis place. Making her voice ring with a confidence she did not feel,Mara addressed the young Queen. 'Daughter Queen of the cho-j a, Isay now the Acoma will match any bid set forth by this arrogantbraggart who stands above us. All material goods he offers I willequal in kind for your hive. I also promise that sweet-smellingblossoms will be delivered each day of the spring, that thosepleasures of life above ground will not be forgotten by you as youcare for your subjects. I will have hangings of pretty colours madeby our finest weavers, so your quarters will always be pleasant, andthese hangings shall be replaced each season, that you not tire ofyour surroundings. And I will come, and sit, and discuss with youthe affairs of the Empire, so you may grow in understanding ofhuman affairs. I beg that you now choose which estate you will haveas home for your new hive.'

Silence fell. The attendant workers seemed to tense slightly as theQueen matriarch began her translation, each click and whistlestarkly emphasized. Mara listened with the breath stopped in herthroat, while at her sides Keyoke and Arakasi exchanged grimsignals of readiness. Their mistress had made a bold request, and noman knew how the alien cho-ja might respond.

The two queens conferred. Tense, aching with pressure, Mara felt
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the minutes stretched like the strings of a gikoto tightened past pitchby an overanxious musician. Every shred of self-control she hadlearned at the temple came into play as she endured cruel suspense.The faces of her retainers surrounded her, from the familiar, linedvisage of Keyoke, to each of her soldiers, to the enigmaticcountenance of Arakasi. Chills pricked her skin as she wonderedwhat fate would befall should the cho-ja Queen decide against theAcoma; if the bargain went to the Lord of the Ekamchi, she wouldhave enemies waiting above. Any advantage she had gained byentering the hive would be lost; her boldness ultimately might bringher death, since no man knew what guest customs the alien raceobserved.

Then, without warning, the old Queen's faceted eyes swivelledtowards the humans. Mara stood motionless as judgment waspronounced. 'The Queen daughter has chosen. She says she willbring her hive to the estate of Mara of the Acoma.'Lax'l gestured. The messenger sped off up the passage for the lasttime, with word of defeat for the Lord of the Ekamchi. Keyoke andArakasi exchanged small smiles of relief, while Mara brieflycovered her face with both hands to smother a laugh of triumph.Her instinct had proven correct. Now the Acoma would gain a rareand precious advantage for years to come.

With her fatigue swept away by excitement and curiosity, Marasaid, 'If I may ask, why did your daughter finally choose Acomalands, when the offers were so close?'

The queens exchanged remarks, then the elder said, 'Mydaughter likes you. You called her pretty.'

'That's something most men would never have thought,' Arakasimused, 'that even queens of the cho-j a are not immune to flattery.''Indeed,' observed Keyoke.

The old Queen inclined the polished dome of her head towardsMara. 'And we both count it a great courtesy that you would comebelow ground to negotiate rather than use messengers, for you arethe first of your race to do so.'

Arakasi almost chuckled aloud. He said to Keyoke, 'Simplybecause most lords would not set foot within another's housewithout first being invited to enter. It seems Tsurani civility is cho-jarudeness.'

The Force Commander seemed less amused. 'Swords may yet
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determine the outcome of this encounter,' he reminded the SpyMaster, with a jerk of his thumb indicating the less than friendlyforces waiting above.

 

Mara did not comment on her retainer's remarks, but insteadlooked up at the old Queen. 'I have been led to understand that theyoung Queen's retinue will be scant.'

The old Queen motioned with a forelimb. 'This is true, patron ofmy daughter's hive. I have birthed three hundred warriors, twohundred of which have been matured at fast rate to accompany her,the other hundred to follow when they have grown. I will allow hertwo Rirari, two breeding males, and seven hundred workers.'Mara pondered this. The presence of the cho-ja on the Acomaestate would prove a hindrance to any but the boldest enemy, for noone else was likely to know the cho-ja warriors were young anddifficult to control. 'In the normal course of things, how long do youjudge before a new hive is able to begin commerce?'The old Queen twitched her jaws, as if divining Mara's intent. 'Inthe normal course of things, two to three years.'Fatigue returned in numbing waves. Mara's mind drifted, and sheforced herself to apply something said earlier by the old Queen. 'Iwould like to bid for additional workers and warriors to be sentwith your daughter.' Careful to conceal her exhaustion, Marastepped steadily back to her litter. She entered, and motioned to aslave to hold the curtains back to keep an unobstructed view of thetwo queens. Settled upon her cushions - and hoping she didn'tappear too wilted - Mara said, 'I would talk terms.''That is wise,' answered the Queen. 'The young warriors arefractious; older, more experienced soldiers will be needed to bringthem quickly to order at the new hive.'

Mara's heart leaped in pleasure; she had understood the oldQueen's comments on the nature of the cho-ja. Behind her, Keyokemurmured his astonishment. 'They barter their own!'The old Queen showed keener hearing than expected by saying,'Only the hive matters, Force Commander. And I am the hive.Those I sell will serve your Lady as they would me. She will be theirnew Queen.'

Mara said, 'I wish only that your daughter have a stronger hive,as soon as possible. I buy workers and warriors as a gift for her.'The old Queen nodded. 'That is generous. I will keep that in mindas I set my price.'
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Mara took a moment to consult her advisers. Then, making sureher shoulders didn't droop, she spoke to the Queen. 'I have need fortwenty of your warriors, Majesty. I would also ask for artisans.'Keyoke straightened in surprise. 'I thought we came for warriors,my Lady?'

Mara assumed a faraway look, as she often had lately; as theAcoma position stabilized, she strove to plan for the future; moreand more, she kept her own counsel. But an old and valued adviserdeserved an explanation. 'Since my betrothal to the Anasati son,our position is safe for the present. This young Queen can breedmore warriors, in time. But their most valued skill is not inborn, Ithink. What I want is silk makers.'

The Queen matriarch reared up as high as her immobile rearsegment allowed. 'For the makers of silk to be given over to youwould cost greatly.'

Mara returned a half bow, that her boldness might not offend.'What price?'

The Queen waved her forelegs for a long moment. 'A hundredbags of thyza for each worker.'

'Agreed,' said Mara without hesitation. 'I require five suchworkers.'

But the old Queen clicked scoldingly at Mara's haste. 'You mustalso give one thousand swords, one thousand helmets, and onethousand shields, to be shipped upon your arrival home.'Mara frowned. Since Jican was a competent manager, she hadfinances to buy what was not on hand in the warehouse. 'Agreed.'The bargain was hard, but fair; in time a flourishing silk tradewould repay the expenditure many times over. Anxious now todeliver her news to Jican and Nacoya, Mara said, 'When will theQueen depart?'

The matriarch conferred with her daughter, then answered, 'Notuntil the autumn.'

Mara inclined her head in a gesture of respect. 'Then I will leaveat dawn and set about fulfilling our obligation to you. My workerswill see that the needra are moved and the meadow is clipped andmade ready, that the Queen your daughter will be welcome uponher arrival.'

The Queen matriarch signalled dismissal. 'Go, then, Mara of the
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Acoma. May your gods grant you prosperity and honour, for youhave dealt graciously with our kind.'

Mara spoke through a profound feeling of relief. 'And may yourhive continue to grow in prosperity and honour.'

Lax'l stepped forward to guide the humans to the surface, and theQueen's bright eyes turned away, absorbed once more with hivematters and the complex decisions of breeding. Able to give in toexhaustion, and shaking slightly from hours of sustained stress,Mara sank back into the cushions of her litter. She gestured, and hercompany moved to depart. During her ride towards the surface, shefelt like laughing aloud, then like crying. Seeds now sown mightsomeday bring forth rich fruit, for she had won the means to expandupon jican's already impressive financial base. The silk trade in thesouth was not yet an established industry. Northern silk varied inquality and availability. Mara did not know how to convince thisyoung Queen to turn silk production into the major speciality of herhive, but she would endeavour to find a means. Produced near themajor southern markets, Acoma silk might someday come todominate the trade.

Then, as her bearers bore her along the dark, richly scentedtunnels of the cho-ja hive, her euphoria dimmed. Barely two weeksremained for the elaborate preparations that a wedding of two greathouses entailed. Although the past night's efforts might add to theAcoma wealth, soon that wealth must be turned over to another,the son of one of her most bitter enemies. Mara brooded in theprivacy of her litter; of her acts since the death of her father andbrother, her marriage to Buntokapi posed the greatest risk of all.The last intersection fell behind, yet the tunnel did not darken.Through the thin curtains of her litter, Mara saw the arches of theentrance of the hive, with daylight shining brightly between.Negotiations with the cho-ja queens had lasted throughout thenight. The girl's eyes ached as they adjusted to the increased light,and her head swam with weariness. Content to lie back and dozewhile Keyoke marshalled his escort and readied the slaves andwarriors for the long march home, she did not recognize troubleuntil her litter shuddered to a halt, followed by the hiss of weaponsbeing drawn.

Alarmed, Mara sat up. She reached to draw open the curtains,just as a stranger's voice rang out in anger.
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'You! Thief! Prepare to answer for your crimes!'

Chilled awake by fear and anger, Mara whipped the gauze aside.Keyoke and the Acoma warriors waited with drawn swords, readyto defend. Beyond them stood the white-haired Lord of theInrodaka, red-faced, tousled, and furious from a night spent in theopen. Swiftly Mara took stock of his retinue. She counted a fullcompany of soldiers, two hundred at the least, and not all of themwore Inrodaka red. Fully half were armoured in the purple andyellow of the Ekamchi.

The old Lord thrust his jaw forward and pointed his decorativefamily sword. 'Lady of the Acoma! How dare you trespass uponInrodaka lands! Your audacity oversteps your strength, to the griefand shame of your name. For stealing the daughter Queen's hiveyou shall be made to pay dearly.'

Mara met the accusation with a cool look of contempt. 'Yourwords are without much thought, and of less honour.' She glancedat the fat man at Inrodaka's side, assuming him to be the Lord of theEkamchi. 'The lands surrounding this hive are unclaimed - haveyour hadonra check the archives in Kentosani, if you doubt me. Andthe cho-ja are no man's slaves. They choose with whom theybargain. And to call one who bargains in good faith a thief is aninsult demanding apology!'

Both Lords regarded the Acoma ruler. She might seem a younggirl taken by a fit of pique, but in the face of the armed and ablecompany waiting on her word to extract such apology, both menlost some of their fury. Still, they remained uncowed by Mara'sunexpected boldness. The Lord of the Inrodaka spluttered inindignation and his companion shook a pudgy fist. The unmannerlydisplays might have been comic except for the glowering rows ofwarriors and weapons behind them.

'You have slighted me, caused me to break faith with a trustedally,' Inrodaka raged. Yet he seemed more inclined to speak thanfight. 'I had promised the Ekamchi exclusive rights to bargain withthe daughter Queen, and by treachery you Acoma became privy tomy secrets!'

Now Mara understood. The man suspected the Acoma of havingan agent in his household. Arakasi had spent several weeks as aguest of the Inrodaka; if anyone recognized him, a fight might
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result. Mara chanced a surreptitious glance that ended in a blink ofconfusion. The Spy Master had disappeared. Another searchingglance, a little more careful, revealed his presence among thesoldiers, but even there she had trouble picking him out. At one withthe others in Acoma ranks, he stood poised for trouble, but his helm

hung slightly lower over the bridge of his nose, and his chin wasthrust forward, making his jaw seem squarer than usual. Very likelyhe would remain unnoticed. Relieved by this, Mara sought to avoidconflict. 'My Lord, I take no responsibility for causing a break in apledge beyond your right to promise. The cho-ja keep their owncounsel. As for being privy to your secrets, "the cho-ja are the firstwith news and early-season fruit." If you but ask, they'll tell youthat one hive knows the affairs of all others. Whether or not yourworkers, servants, or slaves set foot off your land, the news wasaccessible in all parts of the Empire. I was simply the first to act. Youcould not prevent me, my Lord. And in the last, since when must theAcoma nursemaid the honour of the Inrodaka?'

The Lord of the Inrodaka bristled. His ally, the Lord of theEkamchi, looked as if he would just as soon be done with the wholeaffair and go elsewhere. Yet honour prevented his withdrawal asInrodaka said, 'For that, you presumptuous girl, you will not leavemy lands alive.'

Mara met this threat in proud and stony silence. She must notcapitulate, for such cowardice would shame the bones of herancestors. Though her heart leaped in fear, she saw her men wereready, showing no sign of concern for the odds against them. Shenodded once to Keyoke.

The Force Commander signalled the warriors of the Acoma toraise weapons while, like imperfect reflections in a mirror, Inrodakaand Ekamchi commanders ordered their own men to the ready.Through the rattle of blades and the creak of armour, Mara felther pulsebeat quicken. She tried one last time to negotiate. 'We haveno desire for strife, especially as we have done nothing for which weneed to defend ourselves.'

Inrodaka's reply rang crisp on the morning air. 'You will notleave without a fight.'

A heartbeat away from precipitating bloodshed, Mara held theirate old man's gaze, while whispering furiously to Keyoke. 'Darewe count on our alliance with the young Queen?'
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Keyoke kept his eyes upon the opposing forces. 'Lady, the oldQueen rules this hive, and her alliance is with the Inrodaka. Whoknows how her warriors will react if the young Queen's ally isthreatened?' Gripping his sword tightly, he said, 'I doubt there hasever been such a confrontation in the long history of the Empire.'As he spoke, a full hundred old, experienced cho-ja warriorsmarched from the hive entrance. Black carapaces and razorforelimbs gleamed in the sunlight as they interposed themselvesbetween the opposing lines of humans. Dozens more scurried fromthe earth, even as Lax'l moved a half-dozen paces closer to the twofuming lords and said, 'The Acoma and their ruler are our Queen'sguests and the Inrodaka lord her ally. None shall bring strife to herhive. If both armies quit the field, no blood need be shed.'Incensed, the Lord of the Inrodaka jerked his chin upward. 'Butyour hive has been in service to my house for three generations!''Allied,' repeated Lax'l. His eyes glinted with something Marathought might be anger, though his voice was calm. 'As the Lady ofthe Acoma said, the cho-ja are no man's slaves. Leave at once.'As ifto drive home the point, another command of cho-ja scurriedaround from behind the hive to take position behind the forces ofthe Inrodaka and the Ekamchi. A similar force was appearingbehind Mara's soldiers.

Inrodaka glanced to either side, where another two hundredcho-ja warriors approached with their limbs angled forward tocharge. His rage faltered, even before he turned to discover LordEkamchi already signalling his forces to retire. Mara observed thatInrodaka was as relieved as not to be forced to depart. Hisreputation had long been that of a man who avoided conflict, andhis display had probably been for the benefit of his ally rather thanfrom any true sense of outrage.

Weakness overwhelmed the Lady of the Acoma as sleeplessnights and tension overcame her staunch will. She allowed herself tofall back into her pillows as Lax'l span to face Keyoke. 'ForceCommander, my company will escort you to the limit of theInrodaka boundaries with a full hundred warriors.'Keyoke signalled and, over the sound of men returning swords tosheaths, said, 'Are you among the twenty who will join the newhive?'

'I am.' Lax'l made an odd facial expression, perhaps the cho-ja
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equivalent of a smile. 'Since you undertook great expense to ensurethe safety of her daughter, the old Queen has given you the best ofher soldiers. Another will assume my post here, and I will be the newhive's Force Commander.'

Then as if in afterthought, he said, 'I believe the Lady of the

Acoma has won what you Tsurani would call the old Queen'saffection.'

Tired to the core of her bones, Mara still managed a half bow ofappreciation. 'You are not needed by the young Queen?'The cho-ja Force Commander gestured in the negative with hisforelimbs. 'The young Queen is most vulnerable when growing, soeven our presence would not mitigate the young warriors'aggression - as it should not. Once within our new hive, we shallteach them what they must know to become good warriors.'As the Inrodaka and Ekamchi forces retreated over a rise andvanished from sight, Keyoke mustered the men for the long marchhome. When the last soldier was in place, he looked at his mistress.'My Lady?'

Mara indicated they should depart, but requested Arakasi walkbeside her litter. He arrived looking drawn and dusty, like the rest ofthe men, except for the glint of victory in his eyes. Warmed by hispride of accomplishment, Mara spoke softly as the column movedout. 'You have been better than your word, Arakasi. Not only haveyou shown the value of your advice, but your wisdom has benefitedthe Acoma well. How long will you need to reactivate yournetwork?'

The Spy Master's satisfaction spread across his face until heshowed a genuine smile. He bowed slightly to his new mistress. 'Ayear, Lady, if I encounter no difficulties.'

'If there are difficulties?'

'A year, a year and a half.'

then added, 'More, if you require.'

Mara glanced to either side, assuring herself that no menmarched close enough to overhear. 'When we make camp tonight, Iwant you to leave and begin seeking out your agents. Return to ourestates in a year. Should you have need to reach me, our signal willbe the phrase "the young Queen's silk makers." Do you understand?'

Arakasi returned the hint of a nod, the gesture concealed behind

The Spy Master paused significantly,
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an adjustment to the strap of his helm. 'If I do not return and swearupon the Acoma natami, I am not bound to the bidding of the Ladyof the Acoma until I am ready to do so.' Then he added pointedly,'Or the bidding of the Lord of the Acoma.'

'You understand.' Mara closed her eyes and reined back strongemotion. The gods were kind that this man should be perceptiveenough to divine her intentions regarding her husband-to-be.Arakasi qualified softly. 'Buntokapi might not share ourenthusiasm for our vow, Lady.'

Mara nodded, chilled by relief that this man was an ally and notan enemy. If Jingu of the Minwanabi should ever secure the talentsof a man like Arakasi ... but fatigue could not be permitted to fanthe embers of unfounded fears. With an effort, the Lady focused onthe present. 'When you have returned, we shall see how things are.If all has progressed as I hope, we may then moved forward with ourplans for Jingu of the Minwanabi.'

Arakasi inclined his head slightly towards Mara's litter. 'In myheart I have sworn loyalty to you, my Lady. I pray the gods grant methe opportunity to make a more formal oath before the Acomacontemplation glade someday.' He glanced around at the heavymatted greenery of the forest. 'This seems as good a place as any toleave. May the gods protect you, Lady of the Acoma.'Mara thanked him and fell silent as Arakasi turned and fadedaway into the woods. Keyoke glanced back and saw him go. If theForce Commander wondered at this sudden departure, he saidnothing, but simply returned his attention to his warriors and thedangers of the march home. Mara lay back, Arakasi's last wordsturning over and over in her mind. She added a prayer that his wishwould come to pass; for if he lived and did not swear before thenatami, either she would be dead, or Buntokapi would be firmly inplace as Lord of the Acoma, and beyond her power to control.

The maids waited upon their mistress. Seated upon cushions in thechamber she still considered her father's, Mara opened her eyes andsaid. 'I am ready.'

But in her heart she knew she was not prepared for her marriageto the third son of the Anasati, and never would be. With her handsclenched nervously together, she endured as her maids began thetorturous process of combing out her hair and binding it withthreads and ribbons into the traditional bride's headdress. Thehands of the women worked gently, but Mara could not settle. Thetwist and the tug as each lock was secured made her want to squirmlike a child.

As always, Nacoya seemed to read her mind. 'Mistress, the eye of

every guest will be upon you this day, and your person mustembody the pride of Acoma heritage.'

Mara closed her eyes as if to hide. Confusion arose like an ache inthe pit of her stomach. The pride of Acoma heritage had enmeshedher in circumstances that carried her deeper and deeper intonightmare; each time she countered a threat, another took its place.She wondered again whether she had acted wisely in selectingBuntokapi as husband. He might be influenced more easily than hiswell-regarded brother jiro, but he also might prove more stubborn.If he could not be controlled, her plans for the resurgence of Acomapre-eminence could never be achieved. Not for the first time, Marastilled such idle speculations: the choice was made. Buntokapiwould be Lord of the Acoma. Then she silently amended that: for atime.

'Will the Lady turn her head?' Mara obeyed, startled by thewarmth of the maid's hand upon her cheek. Her own fingers wereicy as she considered Buntokapi and how she would deal with him.The man who would take her father's place as Lord of the Acomahad none of Lord Sezu's wisdom or intelligence, nor had he any ofLano's grace, or charm,,or irresistible humour. In the few formaloccasions Mara had observed Buntokapi since his arrival for thewedding, he had seemed a brute of a man, slow to understandsubtlety and obvious in his passions. Her breath caught, and sheforestalled a shudder. He was only a man, she reminded herself; andthough her preparation for temple service had caused her to knowless of men than most girls her age, she must use her wits and bodyto control him. For the great Game of the Council, she wouldmanage the part of wife without love, even as had countless womenof great houses before her.

Tense with her own resolve, Mara endured the ministrations ofthe hairdressers while the bustle and shouts through the thin paperof the screens indicated that servants prepared the great hall for theceremony. Outside, needra bawled, and wagons rolled, laden withbunting and streamers. The garrison troops stood arrayed in
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brightly polished full armour, their weapons wrapped with strips ofwhite cloth to signify the joy of their mistress's coming union.Guests and their retinues crowded the roadway, their litters andliveried servants a sea of colour against the baked grass of the fields.Slaves and workers had been granted the day off for the festivities,and their laughter and singing reached Mara where she sat, chilledand alone with her dread.

The maids smoothed the last ribbon and patted the last gleamingtresses into place. Beneath coiled loops of black hair, Mara seemeda figure of porcelain, her lashes and brows as fine as a templepainter's masterpiece. 'Daughter of my heart, you have neverlooked so lovely,' observed Nacoya.

Mara smiled mechanically and rose, while dressers slipped thesimple white robe from her body and dusted her lightly with apowder to keep her dry during the long ceremony. Others readiedthe heavy embroidered silk gown reserved for Acoma brides. As thewrinkled old hands of the women smoothed the undergarment overher hips and flat stomach, Mara bit her lip; come nightfall, thehands of Buntokapi would touch her body anywhere he pleased.Without volition she broke into a light sweat.'The day grows warm,' muttered Nacoya. A knowing gleam lither eye as she added a little extra powder where Mara would needit. 'Kasra, fetch your mistress a cool drink of sii wine. She looks pale,and the excitement of the wedding is not yet begun.'Mara drew an angry breath. 'Nacoya, I am able to manage wellenough without wine.' She paused, frustrated, as her womenhooked the laces at her waist and lower chest, temporarilyconstricting her breath. 'Besides, I'm sure Bunto will drink enoughfor both of us.'

Nacoya bowed with irritating formality. 'A slight flush to yourface becomes you, Lady. But husbands don't care for perspiration.'Mara chose to ignore Nacoya's cross words. She knew the old nursewas worried for the child she loved above all others.Outside, the busy sounds told Mara that her householdscrambled to finish the last-minute tasks. The august of the Empireand a nearly overwhelming list of invited guests would gather in thegreat hall, seated according to rank. Since those of highest rankwould be shown to their cushions last, the arrangement of theguests became a complex and lengthy affair that began well before
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dawn. Tsurani weddings occurred during the morning, for tocomplete so important a union in the waning part of the day wasbelieved to bring ill luck to the couple. This required guests of

modest rank to present themselves at the Acoma estate beforedawn, some as early as four hours before sunrise. Musicians andservants with refreshments would entertain those seated first, whilethe priests of Chochocan sanctified the Acoma house. By now theywould be donning their high robes of office, while out of sight a redpriest of Turakamu would slaughter the needra calf.The maids lifted the overrobe, with its sleeves sewn with shatrabirds worked in rare gold. Mara gratefully turned her back. Asattendants arranged her bows, she was spared the sight of Nacoyachecking each last detail of the costume. The old nurse had been onedge since Mara chose to grant Buntokapi power over the Acoma.That Mara had done so with long-range hopes in mind did nothingto comfort Nacoya, what with Anasati warriors encamped in thebarracks, and one of the Acoma's most vigorous enemies living instyle in the best guest chambers in the house. And with his brassyvoice and artless manners, Buntokapi offered no reassurance to aservant who would shortly be subject to his every whim. And sheherself would also, Mara remembered with discomfort. She tried toimagine being in bed with the bullnecked boy without shuddering,but could not.

Cued by a servant's touch, Mara sat while the jewelledceremonial sandals were laced onto her feet. Other maids pressedshell combs set with emeralds into her headdress. Restive as theneedra calf being perfumed for sacrifice - so that Turakamu wouldturn his attentions away from those at the wedding - the girl calledfor a minstrel to play in her chambers. If she must endure throughthe tedium of dressing, at least music might keep her fromexhausting herself with thought. If fate brought her trouble throughthis marriage to Buntokapi, she would find out soon enough. Themusician was led in blindfolded; no man might look upon the brideuntil she began her procession to the wedding. He sat and pickedout a soothing melody on his gikoto, the five-string instrument thatwas the mainstay of Tsurani composition.

When the last laces and buttons had been fastened, and the finalstring of pearls looped to her cuffs, Mara arose from her cushions.Blindfolded slaves bearing her ceremonial litter were led into the
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chamber, and Mara climbed into the open palanquin crafted solelyfor Acoma weddings. The frame was wound with flowers and koivines for luck, and the bearers wore garlands in their hair. As theylifted the litter to their shoulders, Nacoya stepped between themand lightly kissed Mara on the forehead. 'You look lovely, my Lady- as pretty as your own mother on the morning she wed Lord Sezu. Iknow she would have been proud to see you, were she alive this day.May you find the same joy in marriage as she, and be blessed withchildren to carry on the Acoma name.'

Mara nodded absently. As serving women stepped forward tolead her bearers through the screen, the minstrel she had summonedfaltered in his singing and awkwardly fell silent. With a frown, thegirl berated herself for carelessness. She had done the musician adiscourtesy by leaving him without praise. As the litter moved fromthe chamber into the first empty connecting hall, Mara quicklydispatched Nacoya to give the man a token, some small gift torestore his pride. Then, wrapping her fingers tightly together to hidetheir shaking, she resolved to be more alert. A great house did notthrive if its mistress concerned herself with large matters only. Mostoften the ability to handle the petty details of life comprised anattitude that allowed one to discover the path to greatness; or soLord Sezu had admonished when Lano had neglected his artisansfor extra drill with the warriors.

Mara felt a strange detachment. The distant bustle of preparationsand the arrival of guests lent a ghostly aspect to the corridorsemptied for the passage of her litter. Wherever she looked she sawno one, yet the presence of people filled the air. In isolation shereached the main corridor and moved out of the estate house, intothe small garden set aside for meditation. There Mara would passan hour alone in contemplation, as she prepared to leave hergirlhood and accept the role of woman and wife. Acoma guards inelaborate ceremonial armour stood watch around the garden, toprotect, and to ensure the Lady would suffer no interruption.Unlike the bearers, they wore no blindfolds, but rather stood facingthe walls, straining their hearing to the limit, alert, but not temptingill luck by gazing upon the bride.

Mara turned her mind away from the coming ceremony, seekinginstead to find a moment of calm, some hint of the serenity she hadknown in the temple. She settled gracefully to the ground, adjusting
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her gown as she settled on the cushions left for her. Bathed in the

pale gold of early morning, she watched the play of water over therim of the fountain. Droplets formed and fell, each separate in itsbeauty until it shattered with a splash into the pool beneath. I amlike those droplets, thought the girl. Her efforts throughout lifewould, in the end, blend with the lasting honour of the Acoma; andwhether she knew happiness or misery as the wife of Buntokapiwould not matter at all when her days ended, so long as the sacrednatami remained in the glade. And so long as the Acoma wereaccorded their rightful place in the sun, unshadowed by any otherhouse.

Bending her head in the dew-bright stillness, Mara prayedearnestly to Lashima, not for the lost days of her girlhood, or for thepeace she had desired in temple service. She asked instead for thestrength to accept the enemy of her father as husband, that thename Acoma might rise once again in the Game of the Council.
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Nacoya bowed deeply.

'My Lady, it is time.'

Mara opened her eyes, feeling too warm for the hour. The cool ofearly morning had barely begun to fade, and already her robesconstricted her body. She looked to where Nacoya stood, justbefore the flower-bedecked litter. Only a moment longer, Marathought. Yet she dared not delay. This marriage would be difficultenough without risking the bad omen of having the weddingincomplete by noon. Mara rose without aid and re-entered thelitter. She gestured readiness, and Nacoya voiced a command. Theslaves removed their blindfolds, for now the bridal processionwould begin. The guards surrounding the garden turned as one andsaluted their mistress as the bearers lifted her litter and began theirjourney to the ceremonial dais.

The slaves' bare feet made no sound as they carried Mara into thetiled hall of the estate house. Keyoke and Papewaio waited at theentrance and let the litter pass before they fell in behind, followingat a watchful distance. Servants lined the doorways along the hall,strewing flowers to bring their mistress joy and health in childbearing.Between the doorways stood her warriors, an addedfervour in each man as they saluted her passage. Several could notkeep moisture from their eyes. This woman was more to them thantheir Lady; to those who had been grey warriors, she was the giverof a new life, against any expectation. Mara might give over theirloyalty to Buntokapi, but she would always have their love.The bearers halted outside the closed doors of the ceremonial hallwhile two maidens dedicated to the service of Chochocan pinnedcoloured veils to Mara's headdress. Into her hands they pressed awreath wound of ribbons, shatra feathers, and thyza reed, to signify
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the interdependence of spirit and flesh, of earth and sky, and thesacred union of husband and wife. Mara held the circlet lightly,afraid her damp palms might mar the silk ribbons. The brown-and-white-barred plumes of the shatra betrayed her trembling asfour elegantly garbed maidens closed around her litter. They wereall daughters of Acoma allies, friends Mara had known in girlhood.While their fathers might keep their distance politically, for this oneday they were again her dear friends. Their warm smiles as thenuptial procession formed could not ease Mara's apprehension. Shemight enter the great hall as the Ruling Lady of the Acoma, but shewould leave as the wife of Buntokapi, a woman like all otherwomen who were not heirs, an adornment to further the honourand comfort of her Lord. After a short ceremony before the natami

in the sacred glade, she would own no rank, except through thegrace of her husband.

Keyoke and Papewaio grasped the wooden door rings and pulled,and silently the painted panels slid wide. A gong sounded.Musicians played reed pipes and flutes, and her bearers startedforward. Mara blinked, fighting tears. She held her head highbeneath her veils as she was carried before the eyes of the greatestdignitaries and families in the Empire. The ceremony which wouldjoin her fate to that of Buntokapi of the Anasati was now beyondthe power of any man to prevent.

Through the coloured veils the assembled guests appeared asshadows to Mara. The wood walls and floors smelled of fresh waxand resins, blending with the fragrance of flowers as the slaves boreher up the stairs of a fringed dais built in two layers. They set herlitter down upon the lower level and withdrew, leaving her at thefeet of the High Priest of Chochocan and three acolytes, while hermaiden attendants seated themselves on cushions beside the stair.Dizzied by the heat and the nearly overpowering smoke from thepriest's censer, Mara fought to catch her breath. Though she couldnot see beyond the priests' dais, she knew that by tradition]Buntokapi had entered the hall simultaneously from the oppositeside, on a litter adorned with paper decorations that symbolizedarms and armour. By now he sat level with her on the priests' righthand. His robes would be as rich and elaborate as her own and his

face hidden by the massive plumed mask fashioned expressly forweddings by some long-distant Anasati forebear.
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The High Priest raised his arms, palms turned towards the sky,and intoned the opening lines. 'In the beginning, there was nothingbut power in the minds of the gods. In the beginning, they formedwith their powers darkness and light, fire and air, land and sea, andlastly man and woman. In the beginning, the separate bodies of manand woman re-created the unity of the gods' thought from whichthey were created, and so were children begotten between them, toglorify the power of the gods. This day, as in the beginning, we aregathered to affirm the unity of the gods' will, through the earthlybodies of this young man and woman.'

The priest lowered his hands. A gong chimed, and boy chanterssang a phrase describing the dark and the light of creation. Then,with the squeak of sandals and the rustle of silks, brocades, beads,and jewelled feathers, the assembled guests rose to their feet.The priest resumed his incantation, and Mara fought the urge toreach beneath her veils and scratch her nose. The pomp and theformality of the ceremony made her recall an incident from herearly girlhood, when she and Lano had come home from a statewedding similar to the one she sat through now. As children, theyhad played bride and groom, Mara seated on the sun-baked boardsof a thyza wagon, her hair decked out in akasi flowers. Lano hadworn a marriage mask of mud-baked clay and feathers, and thetpriest' had been an aged slave the children had badgered intowearing a blanket for the occasion. Sadly Mara tightened herfingers; the ceremonial wreath in her hands was real this time, not achild's imitation braided of grasses and vines. Were Lanokota aliveto be here, he would have teased and toasted her happiness. ButMara knew that inwardly he would have been weeping.The priest intoned another passage, and the gong rang. Theguests reseated themselves upon cushions, while the acolyte on thedais lit incense candles. Heavy scent filled the hall as the high Priestrecited the virtues of the First Wife. As he finished each - chastity,obedience, mannerliness, cleanliness, and fecundity - Mara bowedand touched her forehead to the floor. And, as she straightened, apurple-robed acolyte with dyed feet and hands removed one of herveils, white for chastity, blue for obedience, rose for mannerliness,until only a thin green veil for Acoma honour remained.The gauzy fabric still itched, but at least Mara could see hersurroundings. The Anasati sat to the groom's side of the dais, just as
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the Acoma retinue sat behind Mara's. Before the dais the guestswere arrayed by rank. Brightest shone the white and gold raiment ofthe Warlord, who sat closest to the ceremony, his wife beside him in

scarlet brocade sewn with turquoise plumes. In the midst of the riotof colours worn by the guests, two figures in stark black robes stoodforth like nightwings resting in a flower garden. Two Great Onesfrom the Assembly of Magicians had accompanied Almecho to thewedding of his old friend's son.

Next in rank should have been the Minwanabi, but jingu'spresence was excused without insult to the Anasati because of theblood feud between Minwanabi and Acoma. Only at a statefunction, such as the Emperor's coronation or the Warlord'sbirthday, might both families be present without conflict.Behind the Warlord's retinue, Mara recognized the Lords of theKeda, the Tonmargu, and the Xacatecas; along with Almecho'sOaxatucan and the Minwanabi, they constituted the Five GreatFamilies, the most powerful in the Empire. In the next row sat theShinzawai lord, Kamatsu, with the face of Hokanu, his second son,turned handsomely in profile. Like the Acoma and the Anasati, theShinzawai were counted second in rank only to the Five GreatFamilies.

Mara bit her lip, the leaves and feathers of her marriage wreathtrembling. Above her the High Priest droned on, now describing thevirtues of the First Husband while the acolytes draped necklaces ofbeads over the paper swords of Bunto's litter. Mara saw the red andwhite plumes of his marriage mask dip as he acknowledged eachquality as it was named, being honour, strength, wisdom, virility,and kindness.

The gong chimed again. The priest led his acolytes in a prayer ofblessing. More quickly than Mara had believed possible, hermaiden attendants arose and helped her from her litter. Bunto arosealso, and with the priest and acolytes between them they steppeddown from the dais and bowed to the gathered guests. Then, in asmall procession that included Buntokapi's father, the Lord of theAnasati, and Nacoya, as the Acoma First Adviser, the priest and hisacolytes escorted bride and groom from the hall and across thecourtyard to the entrance of the sacred grove.There servants bent and removed the sandals of Mara andBuntokapi, that their feet might be in contact with the earth and the
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ancestors of the Acoma as the Lady ceded her inherited rights ofrulership to her husband-to-be. By now the sun had risen highenough to warm the last dew from the ground. The baked warmthof the stone path felt unreal beneath Mara's soles, and the brightbirdsong from the ulo tree seemed the detail of a childhood dream.Yet Nacoya's grip upon her arm was quite firm, no daydream. Thepriest chanted another prayer, and suddenly she was walkingforward with Buntokapi, a jewelled doll beside the toweringplumage of his marriage mask. The priest bowed to his god, andleaving his acolytes, and the Lord, and the Acoma Chief Adviser, hefollowed the couple into the glade.

Rigidly adhering to her role, Mara dared not look back; if theritual had permitted, she would have seen Nacoya's tears.The procession passed the old ulo's comfortable shade and insunlight wended through the flowering shrubs, low gates, andcurved bridges that led to the Acoma natami. Woodenly Mararetraced the steps she had taken not so many weeks earlier, whenshe had carried the relics to mourn her father and brother. She didnot think of them now, lest their shades disapprove of her weddingto an enemy to secure their heritage. Neither did she look at the manat her side, whose shuffling step betrayed his unfamiliarity with thepath, and whose breath wheezed faintly behind the bright red-and-gold-painted features of the marriage mask. The eyes of thecaricature stared ahead in frozen solemnity, while the eyes of theman darted back and forth, taking in the details of what soon wouldbe rightfully his as Lord of the Acoma.

A chime rang faintly, signalling the couple to meditate in silence.Mara and her bridegroom bowed to the godhead painted on theceremonial gate, and stopped beneath at the edge of the pool. Notrace of the assassin's presence remained to defile the grassy verge,but a canopy erected by the priests of Chochocan shaded the ancientface of the natami. After a session of prayer and meditation, thechime rang again. The priest stepped forward and placed his handson the shoulders of the bride and groom. He blessed the couple,sprinkled them lightly with water drawn from the pool, thenpaused, silent, while the vows were spoken.

Mara forced herself to calm, though never had the exerciselearned from the sisters of Lashima come with such difficulty. In avoice of hammered firmness, she spoke the words that renounced

Wedding

 

I65

 

her inherited birthright of Ruling Lady of the Acoma. Sweating butsteady, she held fast, while the priest tore away the green veil andburned it in the brazier by the pool. He wet his finger, touched thewarm ash, and traced symbols upon Bunto's palms and feet. ThenMara knelt and kissed the natami. She remained with her head pressed

to the earth that held the bones of her ancestors, while Buntokapi ofthe Anasati swore to dedicate his life, his honour, and his eternal spiritto the Name Acoma. Then he knelt beside Mara, who finalized theritual in a voice that seemed to belong to a stranger.'Here rest the spirits of Lanokota, my brother; Lord Sezu, mynatural father; Lady Oskiro, my natural mother: may they stand aswitness to my words. Here lies the dust of my grandfathers, Kasruand Bektomachan, and my grandmothers, Damaki and Chenio:may they stand as witness to my deed.' She drew breath andmanaged not to falter as she recited the long list of ancestors back tothe Patriarch of the Acoma, Anchindiro, a common soldier whobattled Lord Tiro of the Keda for five days in a duel before winningthe hand of his daughter and the title of Lord for himself, thusplacing his family second only to the Five Great Families of theEmpire. Even Buntokapi nodded with respect, for despite hisfather's formidable power, the Anasati line did not go as far back inhistory as the Acoma. Sweat slid down Mara's collar. With fingersthat miraculously did not shake, she plucked a flower from herwreath and laid it before the natami, symbolizing the return of herflesh to clay.

The chime sounded, a mournful note. The priest intoned anotherprayer, and Bunto spoke the ritual phrases that bound himirrevocably to the Name and the honour of the Acoma. Then Marahanded him the ceremonial knife, and he nicked his flesh so theblood flowed, beading in dusty drops upon the soil. In ties ofhonour more binding than flesh, of previous kinship, more bindingthan the memory of the gods themselves, Buntokapi assumedLordship of the Acoma. The priest removed the red and goldmarriage mask of the Anasati; and the third son of an Acoma enemybowed and kissed the natami. Mara glanced sideways and saw herbridegroom's lips curl into an arrogant smile. Then his featureswere eclipsed as the High Priest of Chochocan slipped the greenmarriage mask of the Acoma onto the new Lord's shoulders.Mara could not remember getting up. The procession back to the
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entrance of the glade passed in a blur, a dream set in time tobirdsong. Servants awaited to wash her soiled feet and replace herjewelled sandals. She endured while the Anasati lord bowedformally to his host, the new Lord of the Acoma, and she did not cryas Nacoya took her place one pace behind Buntokapi's shoulder.Dazzled by the flash of sunlight on the priest's robe, she followedinto the main hall, to complete the formal portion of the marriage

ceremony.

The hall had grown warm. Great ladies fluttered fans of paintedfeathers, and the musicians who had entertained them wipedsweaty fingerprints from their instruments, as attendants helpedbride and groom into their litters, then raised them to the levelwhere the High Priest and his acolytes presided. Garbed now in anoverrobe sewn with precious sequins of silver, gold and copper, theHigh Priest invoked the ever present eye of Chochocan, the GoodGod. The gong chimed as he crossed his arms over his chest, and aboy and girl mounted the dais, each carrying a cage woven of reeds.Within perched a male and a female kiri bird, their white-and-black-barred wingtips dyed the green of the Acoma.

The priest blessed the birds, and acolytes accepted the cages.Then, lifting the ivory ceremonial wand from the pocket in hissleeve, the priest invoked his god for a blessing upon the marriage ofBuntokapi and Mara. The hall grew hushed and fans stilled in thehands of the ladies. From the lowliest of landed nobles, to the gemcrustedpresence of the Warlord, all craned their necks to see as thepriest tapped the cages with his wand.

Reeds parted under his ministrations, leaving the birds free to fly,together in joy as in well-omened unions, or separately, to the woeof the couple on the litters, for much stock was placed inChochocan's favour.

Nacoya closed her eyes, her old hands clenched around an amuletshe held under her chin. Bunto looked on with his expressionhidden behind the luridly painted marriage mask; but his bridestared off, unseeing, into the distance, as if the ritual in the grovehad drained her of interest.

The gong chimed, and servants slid wide the paper screensenclosing the hall. 'Let this marriage be blessed in the sight ofheaven,' intoned the priest.

The acolytes tipped the cages, jostling the birds from their
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perches. The female chirped angrily and flapped her wings, whilethe male leaped to the air and circled above the assembly, thenswooped down towards his mate. He attempted to land on theperch next to the female, but she puffed up and flapped her wings in

fury, pecking him unmercifully. The male retreated, thenapproached, but the female shot into flight, her dyed wingtips agreen blur across shadow. With a loud cry she sped for freedom,and vanished, a flash of pale feathers in sunlight. The male birdgripped tightly to the vacated perch. His feathers fluffed and heshook his beak in annoyance. As the chamber stilled with waitingsilence, he preened his tail and hopped to the top of the cage, wherehe relieved himself. After a strained minute passed, the High Priestmotioned with his finger, a small but noticeably irritated gesture.An embarrassed acolyte shooed the male bird off. All eyes watchedas he circled lazily, then landed in the flower bed just beyond theopen screen door and began to peck for grubs.

Brocades and feathers shifted like a wave across the assembly.The High Priest cleared his throat, his wand drooping in onewrinkled hand. At length, with a glance at the stiff-backed Bunto,he said, 'Praise the goodness of Chochocan, and heed his lesson.Under his guidance, may this couple find mercy, understanding, andforgiveness.' Again he cleared his throat. 'The omen shows us thatmarriage requires diplomacy, for as man and wife, this Lord andLady must ever strive for unity. Such is the will of the gods.'A stiff interval followed as acolytes and guests waited for thepriest to continue. Eventually it became evident that he would notsay more, and the gong chimed. An attendant removed Buntokapi'smarriage mask. He faced Mara, who seemed dazed, except that hereyes were narrowed slightly and the faintest of frowns marred theline of her brows.

'Exchange the wreaths,' prompted the priest, as if he seemedworried the couple might forget.

Bunto bent his head, and Mara pressed the somewhat wiltedceremonial circlet over his dark hair. It slipped somewhat as hestraightened, and she smelled wine on his breath as he leaned closeto crown her in turn.

Mara's frown deepened; during her hour of contemplation,custom demanded that the groom share a ritual sip of wine with hisbachelor friends, to bring them fortune, and wives of their own. Yet
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it seemed that Bunto and his companions had emptied theceremonial flagon, and possibly one or two more. Annoyed at hisindiscretion, Mara barely heard the priest pronounce them man andwife for the duration of their mortal lives. She did not even realizethe formal portion of the ceremony had ended until the guests beganloudly to cheer and throw luck charms of elaborately folded paperin a colourful blizzard over bride and groom.

Mara managed a mechanical smile. Now came the time wheneach guest presented the wedding tribute, in the form of a work ofart, recitation, or musical composition. Some of these would beelaborate and expensive affairs patronized by the great Lords andpolitically powerful of the Empire. Rumour held that the Warlordhad imported an entire theatrical company, complete withcostumes and stage. But his presentation would not occur for daysto come, since the lowest in rank would perform first.Picking a paper charm out of his shirtfront, Buntokapi sparedhimself the tedium of the first acts, pleading the need to relievehimself and don more comfortable clothing. By tradition he couldnot bed his bride until the last of the guests had offered tribute; andthe heavy marriage robes hid enough of her that staring at slave girlsoffered better pastime.

Mara nodded courteously at her Lord. 'I shall stay here, myhusband, that the least of our guests may know of Acoma gratitudefor their presentations.'

Buntokapi sniffed, believing she avoided him deliberately. Hewould see to her later; meantime a feast waited, with fine music anddrink, and the chance to see his brothers bow to him for the firsttime, as he was now Lord of the Acoma. Smiling under his crookedmarriage wreath, Buntokapi clapped his hands for his slaves tocarry him from the hall.

 

Mara remained, despite the fact that most of her wedding guestsfollowed her Lord's example. The sun climbed towards noon, andalready heat haze shimmered over the distant acres of the needrafields. The highest-ranking guests retired to their quarters and sentservants for cool drinks and a change of clothes. Then, like brightlycoloured birds, they emerged to feast on flavoured ices, chilledJomach fruit, and sd wine, until the cooler comfort of evening.But in the airless confines of the hall the lowest-ranking stayed
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stiffly in their seats, while hired performers or a talented family

member acted, sang or recited a tribute to the married Acomacouple. At smaller weddings the bride and groom might watch thefirst few performances out of courtesy; but at the greatest housestruly spectacular events occurred later in the roster, and couplesmost often left the first day's efforts for the amusement of their off-dutyservants.

Yet Mara lingered through the first round of performers, ajuggler more successful as a comedian, two singers, a stage conjurer- whose magic was all of the sleight-of-hand variety - and a poetwhose own patron snored loudly throughout his recitation. Sheapplauded each act politely, and if she did not offer the accolade oftossing one of the flowers from her litter, she remained politelyattentive until the intermission. The performers to follow waitedstiffly, certain she would leave for the feasting. Yet, instead of litterbearers, she called for maids to bring her a tray of light food anddrink. The guests murmured in surprise.

The fat Sulan-Qu merchant in the first row blushed and hidbehind the fan of his wife. Even in dreams he had never dared thinkthe Lady of the Acoma would be present to watch his flute-playingson perform. The boy had a terrible ear, but his mother beamedwith pride. Mara remained, sipping chilled jomach juice, upon thedais. She nodded graciously when the young flautist bowed andfled, nearly tripping in his haste to clear the way for the next act.Mara smiled at the embarrassed father and his wife, and realizedthat despite the tedium of enduring such music, should she everneed a favour from that merchant, it was hers for the asking.Through mimes, a man with trained dogs, a singing liendi bird,and two more poets, the great lady showed no restlessness. Sheawarded the second of the poets a flower, deftly thrown into his hat.And the painter who followed made her laugh at his comicaldrawings of needra bulls charging a warrior. When in the secondintermission she called maidservants to remove her outer robe, thatshe might be more comfortable in the noon heat, the lowliest guestsmurmured that this Lady was generously disposed beyond any theyhad known in the Empire. The performers sensed her interest andbreathed new life into their offerings. And as servants dispatched bythe Lady began to dispense refreshments, along with tokens ofgratitude for those guests whose tribute had been heard, some of the
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stiffness melted from the gathering. As the wine took effect, thebolder tongues whispered that the Lady was very fine and deservingof the honour of her ancestors.

Mara overheard such remarks and smiled gently. As the thirdintermission began, she bade her maids unbind the constrictingcoils of her headdress and comb her long hair freely down her back.While the marriage wreath wilted by her knee, she sat back to hearthe next round of performances, and the next, to the joy of all whoacted for her pleasure. As afternoon wore on, the hall grew hotter;and other guests drifted in to see what held the Lady of the Acomaenthralled.

At sunset the groom put in an appearance, his step slightlyunsteady and his voice too loud. Buntokapi mounted the dais,waving a flagon of sd wine, and demanded to know why his wifedallied so long in the hall; the Warlord and others of the Acomaguests were feasting, and wasn't she avoiding him by sitting gapingat common minstrels and officials of low rank?Mara bowed her head in submissive silence, then looked up intoher husband's eyes. He smelled of drink and sweat. She managed asmile anyway. 'My Lord, Camichiro, the poet, will read next, andwhile his work is too new for fame, his patron the Lord of theTeshiro has a reputation for recognizing genius. Why not stay, andcelebrate the introduction of a coming talent?'Bunto straightened, arms crossed, unmindful of the dribble fromthe flagon that marred his left cuff. Faced by the serene innocence ofa wife whose clothing prevented any view of what lay underneath,and outflanked by the beaming pride of Camichiro and LordTeshiro, he grunted. To contradict his wife's praise would beextremely bad form. Sober enough to disengage before compromisinghis obligations as host, Buntokapi bowed in return andsnapped, 'I shall have time for poetry later. Others of your guestshave begun a game of chiro, and I have placed bets on the winners.'The Lord of the Acoma retired from the hall. His Lady calledservants to bring another round of wine to the performers; and byremaining against the preference of her bridegroom, she earned theadmiration of her least-important guests. Loudest in her praise werethe merchant and his awkward flautist son, followed closely by thegushy, painted wife of the poet Camichiro. Among the commons of
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Sulan-Qu, it was no secret that she was the lover of Lord Teshiro,and that her saucy charms alone had earned the family's patronage.Sunset came, and the shatra birds flew. The gathering of themarriage tribute adjourned until the next day, while the cooks

produced exotic dishes decorated with paper symbols for luck.Lanterns were lit, and musicians played, and at nightfall acrobatsjuggled sticks of fire. Mara sat at her husband's side until he clappedfor slave girls to begin a veil dance. At that time, exhausted, theLady of the Acoma retired to a special ceremonial hut of paintedpaper, where she undressed and bathed, and lay a long time withoutsleeping.

 

The morning dawned dusty and dry, with no hint of a breeze.Servants had laboured through the night to prepare for a fresh day'sfestivities, and the akasi flowers sparkled, freshly watered bygardeners who now wore smocks and cut vegetables for the cooks.Mara arose and, hearing her husband's groans through the thinscreen that divided the wedding hut, presumed correctly that he hada hangover. She dispatched the prettiest of her slave girls to attendhim; then she called for chocha for herself. While the cool of themorning still lingered, she took a walk about the grounds. Soon thecho-ja Queen and her hive mates would be arriving on Acomalands. Defences would no longer be critical. That thought eased hersomewhat; with jican competent to manage the family assets, andthe estate itself secure, she could pitch all her resources into dealingwith the Lord she had married. Memory visited, of a woman'shigh-pitched laughter, and Bunto's voice, querulously demanding,before he drifted into snores near to dawn. Frowning, a firmer set toher mouth, Mara prayed to Lashima for strength.She looked up from meditation in time to see a retainer with abanner leading a small procession into the great hall. The secondday of the marriage tribute was about to begin, and against allprecedent Mara dispatched servants to attend to her litter. Shewould watch the performers to the very last; and though no guest ofequal or superior rank was scheduled to present tribute until lateafternoon, she would see that no earlier performance went unrewarded.With Buntokapi a Ruling Lord, the Acoma would needall the goodwill she could inspire.
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Wind came the afternoon of the following day; cloud shadowsraced over the needra meadows, and the sky to the east threatenedrain. Yet despite the risk of dampened finery, the Acoma guests satin the open, watching the closing act.

To the astonishment of all in attendance, the Warlord had paidfrom his personal treasury for a performance by the Imperial JojanTheatre. jojan was the formal theatre enjoyed by the nobility, as thecommoners preferred to watch the more raucous and ribald Segumitheatre troupes that toured the countryside. But the Imperial jojanwere the finest actors in the realm, being the training ground for theImperial Shalo-tobaku troupe, who performed only for theEmperor and his immediate family. The performance was LordTedero and the Sagunian, one of the ten classic sobatu, literallygrand high style,' the ancient opera form.

Luxuriating in the coolness of the breeze, and enjoying everymoment she could delay joining her husband in the marriage bed,Mara tried to concentrate on the coming finale. The actors weresuperlative, handling their lines with aplomb despite the breeze thattwisted the plumes of their costumes awry. A shame that the scriptthey performed was so overwritten, thought the Lady of the Acoma,whose taste did not run to sobatu, preferring as she did Grand D6;and the trappings of the travelling stage were gaudy, even toTsurani eyes.

Then, at the height of the opera, when Lord Tedero entered thecave to free ancient Neshka from the clutches of the dreadedsagunian, two black-robed figures entered the hall. The presence ofthe Great Ones alone would have marked this a special occasion,but the two magicians cast illusions. Rather than the traditionalpaper sagunjan, inside of which a singer and several stagehandswalked the stage, an illusion of startling appearance was cast. Asagunjan, twelve feet at the shoulder, all golden scales andbreathing red flames, emerged from the doorway painted toresemble the cave. A wonderful baritone voice erupted from theterrible fangs, and though all in the hall knew the singer walkedalone, none could see him. Even Mara was transported by the sight,all her worries banished. Then Tedero's sword fell, and the illusionof the sagunjan faded to a mist, then to nothing. Traditionally, thesobatu ended with a formal bow by the cast to polite applause; yetthe climax of this opera raised a loud cheer and furious beating of
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hands, more common to street theatre. As all watched, theWarlord's expression melted into a rare smile as he basked in thereflected glory brought by his theatre troupe and his magicianfriends. Mara sighed faintly, sorry when the performers finishedtheir final bow. As the sequined curtains swished closed, or tried to,

for the breeze by then had stiffened into gusts, she resigned herselfto the inevitable. 'Now, wife,' said Buntokapi in her ear. 'The timehas come for us to retire.'

Mara stiffened reflexively, the appropriate smile frozen like painton her face. 'Your will, my husband.'

But a blind man would have sensed her reluctance. Buntokapilaughed. With a shout of drunken triumph, he raised her into his arms.The guests cheered. Mindful of the thoughtless strength in thearms that held her, Mara tried to calm her racing heart.'She wouldendure, had to endure, for the continuance of the Acoma name. Shenestled her face into the sweat-damp fabric of her husband's collarand permitted him to bear her from the dais. Paper fertility charmsthrown by the crowd showered them both as he carried her from thecrowd of well-wishers and down the path to the brightly paintedstructure of the marriage hut.

Keyoke and Papewaio stood as honour guards at the end of thepath. Buntokapi passed them by like common servants and steppedacross the threshold into the silvery half-light of sky shiningthrough walls constructed of reed paper and lath. The servant andthe maid in attendance within bowed low as their master andmistress appeared. Buntokapi set Mara upon her feet. At his halfgruntedsyllable, the maid rose and slid the screen entrance closed.The manservant settled motionless in a corner, awaiting hisLordship's pleasure.

The hut had been rearranged during the day; the screen dividingthe quarters of husband and wife had been removed, replaced by awide sleeping mat covered with sheets of fine silk against the eastwall, for dawn symbolized beginnings. In the centre of the floor layan array of sitting cushions, and a low, bare table. Mara took ashaky step forward and settled upon the cushions before the table.She kept her eyes downcast as Bunto sat across from her.'Send for the priest of Chochocan,' demanded the Lord of theAcoma. His gaze fixed upon Mara, fevered and intense, as theservant leaped from the corner to obey.
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The priest entered alone, carrying a tray upon which sat adecanter of golden tura wine, two goblets of crystal, and a candle ina jewelled ceramic stand. He raised the tray skyward, intoning ablessing, and set it on the table between husband and wife. Witheyes that seemed to hold misgiving, he glanced at both, the Ladywith hands that trembled beyond control, and the young Lordwhose impatience was tangible. Then, with resignation, he lit thecandle. 'Let Chochocan's wisdom enlighten you.' He traced asymbol in chalk around the candle stand and lifted the wine inblessing. He filled the two goblets and set them opposite bride andgroom. 'May the blessing of Chochocan fill your hearts.'He scribedmore symbols in chalk around each goblet and the half-emptydecanter.

'Drink, children of the gods, and know each other as yourmasters in heaven have ordained.' The priest bowed in benedictionand, with near to visible relief, left the marriage hut.Buntokapi waved his hand, and the servants retired. The paperscreen clicked shut, leaving him alone with his bride in a shelter thatquivered in the gusts of rising wind.

He turned dark eyes to Mara. 'At last, my wife, you are mine.' Helifted his goblet too quickly, and wine splashed, obliterating one ofthe symbols. 'Look at me, my Lady. The priest would prefer if wedrank together.'

 

A gust slammed the screens. rattling the paper against the frames.Mara started, then seemed to take hold of herself. She reached outand lifted her own goblet. 'To our marriage, Buntokapi.'She took a small sip while her Lord drained his wine to the dregs.He then emptied the remains of the decanter into his glass andfinished that also. The first drops of rain spattered heavily againstthe oiled-cloth ceiling of the marriage hut as he set glass anddecanter down.

'Wife, fetch me more wine.p

Mara set her goblet on the table, within the chalk markingsscribed by the priest. Thunder growled in the distance, and the windended, replaced by a tumultuous downpour. 'Your will, myhusband,' she said softly, then lifted her head to call for a servant.Bunto surged forward. The table rocked, spilling the wine with asplash of liquid and glass. Her call became a cry as the heavy fist ofher husband slammed her face.
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She fell back, dazed, among the cushions, and the falling raindrummed like the blood in her ears. Her head swam, and painclouded her senses. Shocked unthinkingly to rage, still Mararetained her Acoma pride. She lay breathing heavily as her

husband's shadow fell across her.

Leaning forward so his form obliterated the light behind him, hepointed at Mara. 'I said you do it.' His voice was low and filled withmenace. 'Understand me, woman. If I ask you for wine, you willfetch it. You will never again give that task, or any Other, into thebands of a servant without my permission. If I ask anything of you,Lady, you will do it.'

He sat back again, his brutish features emphasized in the halflight. 'You think I'm stupid.' His tone reflected long-hiddenresentment. 'You all think I'm stupid, my brothers, my father, andnow you. Well, I'm not. With Halesko and, especially, jiro around,it was easy to look stupid.' With a dark and bitter laugh he added,'But I don't have to look stupid anymore, beh! You have marriedinto a new order. I am Lord of the Acoma. Never forget that,woman. Now fetch me more wine!'

Mara closed her eyes. In a voice forced to steadiness she said,'Yes, my husband.'

'Get up!' Bunto nudged her with his toe.

Resisting the urge to touch her swollen, reddened cheek, Maraobeyed. Her head was bowed in the perfect image of wifelysubmission, but her dark eyes flashed with something very differentas she bowed at Buntokapi's feet. Then, even more controlled thanshe had been when she renounced her rights as Ruler of the Acoma,she arose and fetched wine from a chest near the door.Buntokapi watched her right the table, then retrieve and refill hisglass. Young, and lost in his anticipation as he watched the rise andfall of Mara's breasts beneath the flimsy fabric of her day robe, hedid not see the hate in her eyes as he drank. And by the time the winewas finished and his goblet thrown aside, he closed sweaty handsupon that maddening obstruction of silk. He pushed his new wifedown into the cushions, too far gone in drink and lust to care.Mara endured his hands upon her naked flesh. She did not fighthim, and she did not cry out. With a courage equal to any her fatherand brother had shown on the barbarian battlefield on Midkemia,she accomplished what came after without tears, though Bunto's
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eagerness caused her pain. For long hours she lay upon crumpled,sweaty sheets, listening to the drumming rain and the rasp of herhusband's snores. Young and aching and bruised, she thought uponher mother and her nurse, Nacoya; and she wondered if their firstnight with a man had been different. Then, turning on her side awayfrom the enemy she had married, she closed her eyes. Sleep did notcome. But if her pride had suffered sorely, her Acoma honour wasintact. She had not cried out, even once.

 

Morning dawned strangely silent. The wedding guests had departed,the Lord of the Anasati and Nacoya bidding farewell on behalf of thenewlyweds. Servants cracked the screens of the wedding hut, andfresh, rain-washed air wafted inside, carrying the calls of the herdersdriving the stock to the far meadows to graze. Mara inhaled the scentof wet earth and flowers and imagined the brightness of the gardenswith the layer of summer dust washed off. By nature she was an earlyriser, but tradition dictated she must not be up before her husband onthe morning after the marriage was consummated. Now, more thanever, the inactivity chafed, left her too much time to think, with nodiversion from the various aches in her body. She fretted and fidgeted,while Bunto drowsed on, oblivious.

The sun rose, and the marriage hut grew stuffy. Mara called aservant to slide the screens all the way open, and as noon sunlightsliced across the coarse features of her husband, he groaned.Straight-faced, Mara watched him turn in to the pillows, mutteringa sharp command to draw screens and curtains. Before the shadowsof the drapes fell, she saw his complexion turn greenish and sweatbead the skin of his neck and wrists.

Sweetly, knowing he had the grandsire of all hangovers, she said,'My husband, are you indisposed?'

Bunto moaned and sent her for chocha. Sweating herself frommemory of his abuses, Mara rose and fetched a steaming pot. Shepressed a hot cup into her Lord's shaking hand. As it had beenbrewing all morning, it was probably too strong to be considereddrinkable, but Buntokapi sucked the cup dry. 'You're a small thing,'he observed, comparing his large-knuckled hand to her slight one.Then, sulky from his headache, he reached out and pinched herstill-swollen nipple.

Mara managed not to flinch, barely. Shaking the hair over her
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shoulders so its loose warmth covered her breasts, she said, 'MyLord wishes?'

'More chocha, woman.' As if embarrassed by his clumsiness, hewatched her fill his cup. 'Ah, I feel like a needra herd has stopped todeposit their night soil in my mouth.' He made a face and spat. 'You

will attend me while I dress and then you will call servants to bringthyza bread and jomach.'

. "Yes, husband,' said Mara. 'And after?' Longingly she thought ofthe cool shadows of her father's study, and Nacoya.'Don't bother me, wife.' Bunto rose, tenderly nursing his head.He stretched, naked before her, the knobs of his knees only inchesfrom her nose. 'You will oversee the affairs of the house, but onlywhen I have done with your services.'

The shadows of the drapes hid Mara's shudder. Heartsick at therole she must live, she braced herself to endure; but drink andexcessive feasting had blunted her husband's desire. He abandonedhis empty cup on the bedclothes and called for his robe.Mara brought the garment and helped to slip the silk sleeves overarms that were stocky and thick with hair. Then she sat at tediouslength while servants brought water for her Lord's bath. After shehad sponged his great back until the water cooled in the tub, hepermitted his Lady to dress. Servants brought bread and fruit, butonly she might serve him. Watching him shovel jomach into hismouth, juice dripping down his chin, she wondered how the shrewdLord of the Anasati had come by such a son. Then, looking beyondhis coarse manners into his secretive eyes, she realized with a chill ofpurest panic that he watched her as carefully in return; like apredator. Mara realized his insistence that he wasn't stupid mightbe no boast. A sinking feeling hit her. If Buntokapi was simplycunning, like the Lord of the Minwanabi, there would be ways tomanage him. But if he was also intelligent ... The thought left hercold.

'You are very clever,' Buntokapi said at last. He caressed herwrist with a sticky finger, almost dotingly possessive.'My qualities pale beside my Lord's,' whispered Mara. She kissedhis knuckles, to distract his thinking.

'You don't eat,' he observed. 'You only ponder. I dislike that in awoman.'
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Mara cut a slice of thyza bread and cradled it in her palms. 'Withmy Lord's permission?'

Buntokapi grinned as she nibbled a bite; the bread seemedtasteless on her tongue, but she chewed and swallowed to spite him.Quickly bored with watching her discomfort, the son of the Lord ofthe Anasati called for musicians.

Mara closed her eyes. She needed Nacoya, so badly she achedinside. Yet as mistress of the Ruling Lord she could do nothing butawait his pleasure as he called for ballads and argued with the singerover nuances in the fourth stanza. The day warmed, and with closeddrapes the marriage hut became stifling. Mara endured, and fetchedwine when her husband tired of the music. She combed his hair andlaced his sandals. Then, at his bidding, she danced until the hairdampened at her temples and her bruised face stung with exertion.just when it seemed her Lord would while away the entire daywithin the marriage hut, he rose and bellowed for the servants toprepare his litter. He would pass the time until evening in thebarracks reviewing the numbers and training of the Acomawarriors, he announced.

Mara wished Lashima's patience upon Keyoke. Wilted from heatand strain, she followed her husband from the hut into the blindingsun of afternoon. In her discomfort she had forgotten the waitinghonour guard, and so her bruised cheek was uncovered as sheappeared before Papewaio and Keyoke. Years of the harshesttraining enabled them to see such a mark of shame withoutexpression. But the stolid hand of Keyoke tightened upon his spearhaft until the knuckles shone white, and Papewaio's toes clenchedon the soles of his sandals. Had any man save the Ruling Lord putsuch marks upon their Mara-anni he would have died before hecompleted another step. Mara stepped into a day as bright andclean as the gods could make it; but as she walked past her formerretainers, she felt their anger like black shadows at her back.The marriage hut was burning before she reached the estatehouse. By tradition, the building was set aflame to honour thesacred passage of woman to wife and man to husband. After tossingthe ritual torch over the threshold, Keyoke turned silently towardsthe guards' quarters, to await the orders of his Lord. Papewaio'sexpression remained like chipped stone. With an intensity fierce forits stillness, he watched the paper and lath, with its array of soiled
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cushions and tangled sheets, explode into flame. Never had he beenhappier to see something burn; for in watching the violence of thefire he could almost forget the bruise on Mara's face.

Nacoya was not in the study. With an unpleasant jolt, Mara

remembered that here also marriage changed the order she hadknown. The master's study was now the province of Buntokapi, asLord of the Acoma. Hereafter no aspect of the household she hadknown would be the same. jican would tally his accounts in thewing assigned to the scribes, as before, but she could no longerreceive him. Feeling weary despite her seventeen years, Mara retiredto the shade beneath the ulo in her private garden. She did not sit butleaned against the smooth bark of the tree while the runner she haddispatched hastened to fetch Nacoya.

The wait seemed to last interminably, and the fall of water fromthe fountain did not soothe. When Nacoya appeared at last,breathless, her hair fallen crooked against its pins, Mara could onlystare at her in a silence of pent-up misery.

'Mistress?' The nurse stepped hesitantly forward. Her breathcaught as she saw the bruise on Mara's cheek. Without words theold woman raised her arms. The next instant the Lady of the Acomawas only a frightened girl weeping in her embrace.Nacoya stroked Mara's shoulders as sob after sob convulsed her.'Mara-anni, daughter of my heart,' she murmured. 'I see he was notgentle, this Lord you have married.'

For an interval the fountain's mournful fall filled the glade. Then,sooner than Nacoya expected, Mara straightened up. In a surprisinglysteady voice she said, 'He is Lord, this man I have married. But theAcoma name will outlive him.' She sniffed, touched the bruise on herface, and directed a look of wounding appeal to her former nurse.'And, mother of my heart, until I conceive, I must find strength to livewith things my father and brother would weep to know.'Nacoya patted the cushions beneath the ulo, encouraging Marato sit. Her old hands made the girl comfortable, while a servantbrought a basin of chilled water and soft cloths. While Mara layback on the cushions, Nacoya bathed her face. Then she combed thetangles from her glossy black hair, as she had when the Lady hadbeen a child; and as she worked, she spoke, very softly, into hermistress's ear.
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'Mara-anni, last night brought you no joy, this I know. Butunderstand in your heart that the man you have wed is young, asimpetuous as a needra bull at the time of its third spring. Do notjudge all men by the experience of only one.'She paused. Unspokenbetween them was the fact that Mara had disregarded advice, andrather than educating herself to awareness of men through a gentleencounter with one hired from the Reed Life, she had beenheadstrong. Nacoya dabbed chill water over her mistress's bruises.The price of that stubbornness had been cruelly extracted.Mara sighed and opened swollen eyes. To her nurse she directed alook that held painful uncertainty but no regret. Nacoya laid clothand basin aside and nodded with reflective approval. This girl mightbe young, and small, and battered, but she owned the toughness ofher father, Lord Sezu, when it came to matters of family. She wouldendure, and the Acoma name would continue.

Mara tugged at her day robe and winced slightly as the clothabraded sore nipples. 'Mother of my heart, the ways of men arestrange to me. I am much in need of advice.'

Nacoya returned a smile that held more craft than pleasure. Herhead cocked to one side, and after a moment of thought she pulledthe pins from her hair and carefully began binding it afresh.Watching the ordinary, even familiar movements of the nurse'swrinkled hands, Mara relaxed slightly. Day always came afternight, no matter how dark the clouds that covered the moon. Shelistened as Nacoya began to speak, quite softly, that only she couldhear.

'Child, the Empire is vast, and many are the lords and masterswhose ambitions turn their hearts hard with cruelty. Haplessservants often suffer beneath the rule of such men. But from suchadversity wisdom springs. The servants have learned, as you shall,that the codes of honour can be two-edged as a weapon. Every wordhas two meanings, and every action, multiple consequences.Without compromising loyalty or honour, a servant can make thelife of a cruel overlord a living hell.'

Mara regarded the leaves of the ulo, dark, serrated patternsnotching small windows of sky. 'Like you and Keyoke and jican,the day Papewaio rescued me from the Hamoi tong,' she murmureddreamily.

To answer would border upon treason. Stony-faced and silent,
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Nacoya only bowed. Then she said, 'I will summon the midwife foryou, Lady. She owns the wisdom of the earth and will tell you howto conceive with all possible speed. Then your Lord need nottrouble your sleep with his lust, and the Acoma name will besecured by an heir.'

 

Mara straightened upon her cushions. 'Thank you, Nacoya.' Shepatted the old woman's hand and rose. But before she turned to go,the nurse looked deep into the girl's eyes. She saw there the sameI pain, and a measure of fear; but also she saw the bright spark ofcalculation she had come to know since Lord Sezu's death. Shebowed then, swiftly, to hide an upwelling surge of emotion; and asshe watched Mara walk with a straight back to her quarters,Nacoya blinked and wept.

 

The ashes of the marriage hut cooled and dispersed in the wind, anddust rose, for the weather turned hot and dry. The days lengthened,until the summer had passed its peak.

Needra were slaughtered for the feast of Chochocan, and thefreemen dressed in their best for the ritual blessing of the fields,while priests burned paper effigies to symbolize sacrifice forbountiful harvests. Buntokapi remained sober for the ceremony,largely because Mara had the servants add water to his wine. If thecompany of her loud-voiced husband wore upon her, no strainshowed in her bearing. Only her personal maids knew that thehollowness around her eyes was hidden by makeup, and that theclothing on her slender body sometimes concealed bruises.The teachings of the sisters of Lashima sustained her spirit. Shetook comfort from the counsel of her midwife and learned to spareherself some of the discomfort when her husband called her to hisbed. Sometime between the midsummer feast and the next fullmoon, Kelesha, goddess of brides, blessed her, for she conceived.Buntokapi's ignorance of women served well, as he accepted thenews they could no longer join as man and wife until after thebaby's birth. With a minimum of grumbling he let her move into thequarters that had once been her mother's. The rooms were quiet,and surrounded by gardens; Buntokapi's loud voice did not carrythere, which was well, because she fell ill several hours eachmorning and slept odd times of the day.

The midwife smiled widely and rubbed sweet oil over Mara's
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belly and breasts to soften the skin as she swelled with child. 'Youcarry a son, my Lady, I swear by the bones of my mother.'Mara did not smile back. Denied a part in Buntokapi's decisions,and shamed by the way he treated some of the servants, the Lady ofthe house seemed to retreat within herself. But her resignation wasonly on the surface. Daily she spoke with Nacoya, who gathered thegossip of the servants. While out in her litter to enjoy the fresh earlyautumn air, Mara questioned Papewaio until he mockinglycomplained he had no air left to answer. But as she adjusted to thesubmissive role of wife, no detail of Acoma affairs missed her grasp.Tired of the massage, Mara rose from the mat. A servant handedher a light robe, which Mara donned, fastening it about a bellybeginning to round. She sighed as she considered the baby's fatherand the changes his rule had wrought in the estate. Buntokapicommanded the respect of the warriors through brutish displays ofstrength, and an occasional turn of cleverness that kept them waryto a man. By suddenly deciding to have battle practice or grabbingwhichever soldiers were in sight to accompany him to the citywithout regard to what duty they had previously been assigned, hereduced the garrison to shambles on a regular basis. His habit ofrearranging standing orders had Keyoke running ragged tocompensate. jican spent increasingly long hours in the outermostneedra fields with his tally slate. Mara knew the hadonra wellenough to interpret his growing dislike of the new Lord. Clearly,Buntokapi had little head for matters of commerce. Like many sonsof powerful Lords, he thought wealth was inexhaustible, readilyavailable for his every need.

 

At mid-autumn the needra herders took to the roads, and curtainsof dust hung on the air as the previous year's calves were driven tofeedlots, and thence to slaughter. The spring calves were gelded orset aside for brood or driven to the high meadows to grow. Marafelt the passing of time like a child awaiting her adulthoodcelebration, each day dragging interminably.

The inactivity lifted when the cho-ja arrived. The hive camewithout warning; one day the east meadow left open for them layempty, and the next, workers bustled about in energetic enterprise.Dirt piles arose along the fence line. That the message from theQueen came addressed to Mara nettled Buntokapi. In the midst of
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his tirade he realized these cho-ja had come from the hive on theLord of the Inrodaka's estate. He guessed Mara's bargain for theirloyalty must have taken place between the petition for marriage and

the wedding, for his eyes narrowed in a manner his Lady hadlearned to dread.

'You are more clever than even my father guessed, wife.' Then,with a glance at Mara's middle, he smiled without humour. 'Butyour days of travelling in haste and secrecy are over. Now I amruling Lord, the cho-ja are mine to command.'

But as Mara had been primary negotiator for the Acoma, theQueen addressed only her until the new Lord would take time torenegotiate in his own behalf. But activities with the warriorsseemed always to take precedence. If the young wife spentincreasing time in the freshly dug chambers of the Queen drinkingchocha and gossiping, Buntokapi barely noticed, engrossed as hewas in betting on bouts of wrestling in Sulan-Qu. For this Mara wasgrateful, for her discussions with the young Queen offered relieffrom the boredom of home life. Gradually she was learning theways of an alien race. In counterbalance to Buntokapi's blunders,the relationship she cemented now might add wealth to the Acomafor years to come.

Returning above ground, to holdings that now were Buntokapi's,Mara realized she had come to enjoy ruling. Reduced to thesecondary role of woman and wife, she chafed, and counted thedays until winter. After the spring rains fell, her child would beborn, and the Acoma would have an heir. Until then she must wait;and the waiting came hard.

Mara touched her belly, feeling for the life within. If the child wasmale, and healthy, then would her husband have cause to beware,for in the Game of the Council even the most mighty could bevulnerable. Mara had made vows to the spirits of her father andbrother, and she would not rest until vengeance was complete.

A
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The baby kicked.

For a moment Mara's eyes opened wide. Then she relaxed, laidaside the parchments she had been reviewing, and patted herrounded middle, smiling slightly. Her child was nearly due. She feltas cumbersome as a needra cow, though Nacoya still insisted shehad not gained the weight she should. Mara shifted upon her mat ina vain effort to find a more comfortable position. She prayed to thegoddess of fertility that the old midwife's efforts before conceptionhad ensured a son. Let it be a boy child, so that she would not haveto encourage attention from her husband to gain an heir for theAcoma.

The baby kicked again, vigorously, and Mara gasped. She wavedaway the solicitous maid who hovered nearby, and reached for theparchments. Already this child within her seemed restless, as if hecould force his way into life with his tiny feet and fists. He, Marathought, and a smile touched her lips. He would indeed be a son, tokick so hard in the womb; and he would lead her house to greatness.He would be Lord of the Acoma.

A shout from outside broke Mara's reverie. She nodded, and theserving maid quickly opened the screen, letting in a hot breeze,strong with the dry smell of dust from the fields. Mara snatched, buttoo late, and the parchments listing jican's success in marketing thefirst cho-ja goods scudded across the floor. She murmured a mildimprecation, but not for the reports, which her runner bent togather. Across the clipped lawn beyond the screen marched a partyof warriors, with Buntokapi boisterously leading. His hair wasspiked with sweat and his tunic frayed, a casualty she could haveexpected from the rigours of a week-long hunt. And as usual hewould visit her chambers after cleaning his weapons but before
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taking time to bathe. Mara sighed. The days had been quiet with herLord gone. Now she prepared herself for confusion.As the hunters drew nearer, Mara gestured. Two maidservantsbent and helped her awkwardly to her feet. Misa, the prettier one,had damp palms already; Mara sympathized. Her husband'spresence often made the girls jumpy, since he might drag any one ofthem off to his bedchamber. At least her pregnancy had freed her ofthat odious responsibility. With a flash of malice, Mara made amental note to ask jican to buy ugly slaves the next time Bunto senthim to the auctions for girls.

The hunters reached the gravel path. The jingle of their gearseemed louder as their manner and voices became more subdued inthe presence of their mistress. Yet their excitement remained high,

with Buntokapi not in the least restrained. He smelled of the woods.Mara saw dried bloodstains on his sleeves. He waved in herdirection, then pointed over his shoulder, like an artist unveiling amasterpiece. The slaves who trailed him carried a long pole, fromwhich hung a matted bundle of brindled orange-and-grey fur. Marastepped away from the support of her maids as she recognized thewhite-masked eyes and fanged muzzle of a sarcat. The deadlynocturnal predator ranged in the rain forests southwest of theestate. Fearfully swift, the creature was a powerful killer, a terror toherders because domestic needra made easy prey and sarcats had nofear of humans. Then Mara noticed an arrow marked with theLord's green stripes pierced through the creature's shoulder, justbehind the massive jaws. By the shaft's position she guessedBuntokapi had stood in the path of the beast's charge, then droppedit with a single bowshot. The feat was impressive. Despite his otherqualities, Buntokapi had displayed great courage and formidableskill with a bow.

Looking from his kill to his broadly smiling face, for a momentMara could almost forget that the man was utterly lacking insensitivity. He disliked poetry, unless it was ribald. His taste inmusic ran to the common - low minstrels and folk tunes - with nopatience for the elegance of Grand Da theatre or opera. Hisappreciation of art was nonexistent unless the subject was erotic.Yet in the hunt he excelled, and not for the first time Mara regrettedthat Tecuma had been too busy with Halesko and jiro to train this,his third, son. As much as she despised Buntokapi upon occasion, he

had much raw potential. Had he been instructed in the manners andpropriety befitting one born to the Anasati name, he might havebecome a man of substance. But her regret lasted only untilBuntokapi reached the estate house.

He swaggered mightily, a little drunk from tanlo berry wineimbibed along the route home. Stinking of campfires, sweat, andwhatever he had eaten for breakfast, he leaned upon the doorpost tohis quarters and waved to his slaves, who deposited the sarcat'scorpse at Mara's feet. 'Leave us,' he commanded his guard.As his warriors departed, he stood erect with his fists on his hipsand shouted, 'There, what do you think, my wife, heh? That is somebeast, is it not?'

Mara inclined her head, politely concealing revulsion. The killstank as badly as the hunter, with buzzing insects clustered on theeyes and limp tongue, while carcass and pole dirtied the newlywaxed floor. Anxious to be rid of it, and the man as well, sheattempted flattery. 'My Lord shows great courage and skill indefeating such a beast. Herdsmen to the south will sing your praises,Bunto.'

Her husband grinned drunkenly. 'What do I care for the praise ofstinking herdsmen, heh? I say to you the head will look splendidmounted over the writing desk where that faded banner hangsnow.,

Mara bit back instinctive protest lest she invite Buntokapi's rageupon herself. Though that banner was one of the oldest Acomavictory relics and had graced the study of the Lord of the Acoma forcenturies, Buntokapi had no care for tradition. He changed thingsas he liked, most often in perverse malice to establish beyond doubtthat he was Ruling Lord. Mara felt an unexpected stab of sadness,that desperation should have driven her to such a marriage.'Wife!' Buntokapi snapped, breaking Mara from reflection. Shebowed submissively, though pregnancy made her awkward.'I wish this sarcat's head stuffed and mounted over my desk in mystudy. See to it! I must go bathe.' Then, straightening as anafterthought struck him, he peered into the gloom of the roombehind and stabbed a pointing finger at Misa. 'You, girl, comealong. I need someone to wash my back, and my attendant is ill.'The pretty maid left her mistress's side. All knew her duties wouldbe more personal than merely soaping down her master's back. She

I86 - Daughter of the Empire

 

Heir

 

I87

 

departed in resignation as Buntokapi spun around and strode off,leaving his kill oozing upon the threshold, over a day dead andalready turning putrid. Mara fought a moment of nausea. Then,with a poise as fragile as fine china, she called the small boy whoserved as runner away from the corner where he cowered.

Buntokapi had a tendency to cuff him for simply being in the way.'Kedo, fetch two slaves from the kitchens to carry this off to thebutcher's shed. Tell the assistant who prepares trophies he mustready the head. When it is completed, have him deliver it to myLord's study to hang where he indicated.' Here Mara quelledanother of the little sorrows that seemed a daily part of life since hermarriage. To her remaining maid she said, 'Juna, go and carefullyfold the banner over the desk and bring it to me. I will ensure it issafely kept.'

The runner departed with a patter of sandals, and the maidfollowed. Mara pushed a trailing strand of hair behind one ear andreturned to her documents. Let Buntokapi sport with the maids andhunt and play at being a warrior; his obsessions kept him occupied,and that was to the good. That, and the confinement of pregnancy,furthered her opportunity to study the documents of commerce thatcame each day. Within the limits Buntokapi allowed, Maracontinued to manage the affairs of the Acoma. And she learned.Every day she understood more about what truly brought a houseto greatness. Thinking aloud, she said, 'I wonder if we have recentmaps?'

'Mistress?' said her remaining attendant.

Mara only stared fiercely at an indeterminate point between herparchments and the matted muzzle of the sarcat. The next time herLord went hunting, or into Sulan-Qu to visit the gambling houses orthe women of the Reed Life, she would search her father's cabinetsfor maps. Then, catching herself short, she reminded herself that thecabinets were not her father's anymore but the province of ahusband who was her enemy.

 

Wine splashed, sticky red on the linens, as the horn flask thrown byBuntokapi bounced and clattered through the cutlery. He blinkedonce, as if amazed at his own strength, but his anger did not fade.'Woman, cease plaguing me!'

The power of his voice made the flames in the lamps tremble.

me?'

Mara concealed a grimace. Buntokapi's uncritical appraisalstemmed from the fact that one of the musicians was the buxomdaughter of the other; the tight-stretched fabric of her robe, and theexpanse of flesh left bare by the short hem and open collar,undoubtedly seemed to add allure to their poor singing. Butmanagement of the estate must continue, and with acerbity Maralifted the scroll she had brought out of the path of spilled wine.'My Lord, these decisions cannot wait

'They will wait if I say they will wait!' Buntokapi's shout causedthe servant who appeared with rags and basin to scurry about hiscleanup. 'Now be silent, wife.'

Mara sat obediently at his side while the servant finished wipingup the spill and hurried away. Red-faced, Buntokapi waved at themusicians to resume and tried furiously to concentrate on the songthe girl had been singing. But the soft, unmoving grace of Mara'spresence unnerved him, as few things could. After a moment,nettled, he said, 'Oh, what is it?'

The musicians faltered and started uncertainly into the laststanza; Mara silently handed Buntokapi a scroll, and as her gownshifted, he saw that she carried six more. He quickly glanced at thefirst and said, 'These are household budgets and accounts. Whybother me with them?' He glared at his wife, unmindful that hismusicians desperately wished his leave to fall silent. Lacking that,they straggled raggedly into a chorus.

'This is your estate, my husband,' said Mara flatly. 'None mayspend a cinti of your wealth without your permission. Some of themerchants in Sulan-Qu send polite, but emphatic, requests forpayment.'

Buntokapi scratched his groin while scowling over the tallies.'Wife!' The musicians ended their lay, and he suddenly foundhimself shouting into stillness. 'We have funds to pay these?' Heglanced about, as if startled by his own shouting.'Of course, husband.'

Lowering his voice, he said, 'Then pay them.' His expressiondarkened. 'And why must you bring these to me? Where is jican?'
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Mara sat quietly before her husband, who had only moments beforebeen singing clumsily along with a pair of minstrels. 'Can't you see Iam enjoying this performance? Aren't you always after me to readpoetry and listen to music? How can I listen if you constantly nag at
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Mara gestured to the scrolls. 'You ordered him not to addressthese things to you, husband. He obeys, but avoiding him cannotresolve these matters.'

 

Buntokapi's irritation turned to anger. 'So then my wife mustpester me like a clerk! And I suppose I'll have to give my approvaleach time something needs to be done, heh?'

'It is your estate,' Mara repeated. She watched, coiled withtension, as she waited for an opening to suggest that he turn themanagement of the house over to her.

But instead he sighed with a mildness she had never seen. 'That istrue. I must put up with these inconveniences, I expect.' His eyesstrayed to the buxom vielle player, then swung back to focus uponMara's thickened middle. The contrast inspired. 'Now, you musttake care not to become overtired, wife. Go to bed. If I must studyscrolls, I shall keep these musicians playing for my amusement untillate.'

'Husband, I -' Mara stopped, abruptly aware she had made amisjudgment as Buntokapi surged to his feet. He caught hershoulders and dragged her roughly upright. Her hands droppedinstinctively to cradle her middle, to protect the unborn life growingthere. The gesture forestalled her husband's violence but did notstay his fury.

The musicians looked on in frozen discomfort as Buntokapi'sfingers tightened, painfully twisting the flesh of her shoulders.'Wife, I warned you. I am not stupid! These accounts shall be seento, but at my pleasure.' His rage seemed to swell, to feed upon itself,until it became a tangible thing shadowing the atmosphere of theroom. The moonlight seemed to darken beyond the screens, and themusicians set aside their instruments, cowering. Mara bit her lip,frozen in the grasp of her husband like the gazen before the relli. Heshook her, that she should know the power of his strength. 'Hearme, wife. You shall go to bed. And if you ever think to cross my will,even once, I shall send you away!'

His fingers released, and Mara all but fell to her knees as a stab offear shot through her. She hid the emotion behind a bow lowenough to have been a slave girl's, and pressed her forehead to afloor still sticky with wine. 'I pray my husband's forgiveness.' Thewords were fervently sincere; if Buntokapi saw fit to exercise his
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rights as the Ruling Lord of a troublesome wife, and she were sentfrom the estates to an apartment with a pension and twomaidservants, the affairs of the Acoma would pass forever from herinfluence. Her father's proud family would become what this coarseman chose, with no hope of escaping Anasati vassalage. Afraid totremble, afraid even to breathe, Mara waited motionless, her face amask to hide the terror in her heart. She had hoped to boreBuntokapi with expenditures he did not understand, encourage himto grant her control and freedom to put some plans in motion.Instead, she had nearly precipitated disaster.Buntokapi regarded her bent back with distaste until the promiseof what lay beneath the robes of the vielle player distracted him.Bored now in truth, and annoyed by the pile of scrolls awaitinghis attention, he shoved his wife with his toe. 'To bed now, wife.'Mara rose awkwardly, relief eclipsed by an anger at herself. Herpushing her husband had been partly due to pique, that she and theaffairs of the Acoma could be of less consequence than the jigglingbust of a minstrel girl. But the results of her loss of control hadalmost set the future of the Acoma in the hands of a brute and anenemy. Hereafter caution would be necessary, extreme cleverness,and no small amount of luck. With a panicky feeling, she wished forthe counsel of Nacoya; but the old woman was long asleep, andnow as never before, Mara dared not disobey the direct orders ofher Lord by sending a servant to waken her. Frustrated, and moreuncertain than ever before in her life, Mara smoothed her wrinkledrobe straight over her shoulders. She left the room with the beatencarriage of the chastised and subservient wife. But as the musicbegan raucously behind her, and Buntokapi's eyes fastened oncemore on the cleft bosom of the vielle player, her mind turned andturned again. She would endure; somehow she would find a way toexploit her husband's weaknesses, even his overpowering lust. Ifshe did not, all was lost.

 

'Wife?' Buntokapi scratched himself, frowning over a piece ofparchment upon his writing desk.

'Yes, Bunto?' Mara concentrated on her needlework, partlybecause needle and thread took on a life of their own in her grasp forevertangling into knots - but mostly because she must seem theimage of meekness and obedience. Since the incident with the
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musicians and the household accounts, Buntokapi had watched hercritically for the smallest sign of disobedience; and, as the slave girlswhispered in corners, often he saw things as his mood of themoment demanded. Mara stabbed her needle through a robe for herunborn child, though the quality of the work at best could be called

poor. No heir of the Acoma would wear such a rag. But ifBuntokapi thought sewing an appropriate pastime for his pregnantwife, she must play along with at least a semblance of enthusiasm.The Lord of the Acoma shifted knobby knees beneath the desk. 'Iam answering my father's letter. Listen to this: "Dear Father: Areyou well? I have won all my wrestling matches at the soldiers' bathat Sulan-Qu. I am well. Mara is well." ' He looked at her with a rareexpression of concentration on his face. 'You are well, aren't you?What should I say next?'

Barely masking irritation, Mara said, 'Why don't you ask if yourbrothers are well?'

Oblivious to sarcasm, Buntokapi nodded, his expression showingapproval.

'Master!'

The shout from outside almost caused Mara to prick her finger.She set the precious metal needle out of harm's way, whileBuntokapi moved with startling speed to the door. The caller criedout again, urgently, and without waiting for servants Buntokapipushed open the screen to reveal a sweating, dust-covered soldier.'What is it?' demanded Buntokapi, instantly less irritated, forconcerns of arms and war were easier for him than those matters ofthe pen.

The warrior bowed with extreme haste, and Mara noticed thathis sandals were laced tight; he had run for some distance to deliverthis message. Her posed role of submission forgotten, she listened asthe soldier caught his wind and spoke. 'Strike Leader Lujan sendsword of a large force of bandits moving over the road from HolanQu.He is holding at the small spring below the pass, to harass themif they attempt to push through, for he thinks they are staging toraid us.'

Buntokapi took brisk charge. 'How many are there?' And with apresence of mind and consideration he had never shown to hishousehold staff, he gestured, allowing the tired runner to sit.Mara murmured for a servant to bring the man water, while he
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sank to a crouch and qualified. 'A very large force, master. Perhapsas many as six companies. Almost certainly they are grey warriors.'Bunto shook his head. 'So many? They could prove dangerous.'He turned to Mara. 'I must leave you now, my wife. Be fearless. Iwill return.'

'Chochocan guard your spirit,' Mara said in ritual, and bowedher head as a wife should before her Lord. But not even appearancescould make her shrink from the dangers of the affair at hand. AsBuntokapi strode briskly through the screen, she peeked throughher lashes at the dust-covered messenger, who bowed in turn to hismaster. He was young, but scarred and experienced in battle. Mararemembered his name, jigai, once a well-regarded member ofLujan's band. His eyes were hard, unreadable, as he raised his headto accept the water brought by the maidservant. Mara hid a stab ofuncertainty. How would this man and his fellows feel about facingmen who but for chance might have been comrades rather than foe?None of the newcomers had yet faced an Acoma enemy in battle;that their first encounter should pitch them against grey warriorsraised anxieties dangerous to contemplate.

She watched in frustration as Acoma soldiers hurried past thegreat house to fall into formation, each commanded by a PatrolLeader, who in turn took orders from their Strike Leaders, all underthe certain direction of Keyoke. To the right of his plumes stoodPapewaio, who as First Strike Leader would take charge should theForce Commander fall in battle. Mara could not but admire, for theAcoma soldiers acted in every way like Tsurani warriors. Thosewho had been outlaws blended indistinguishably into those whohad been born in service. Her doubts lessened slightly. Thanks tothe security afforded by the cho-ja Queen's warriors, only Tasido'scompany need remain to guard the estate. Absently Mara consideredthe benefits of recruiting more cousins to the Acoma colourssoon. With more warriors, the command could be split, withPapewaio and another elevated to the rank of Force Leader, givingthe Acoma two garrisons ... A loud shout killed her thoughts.Buntokapi strode into view, his trailing servants busily buckling hisarmour about his stolid body. As her Lord took his place at the headof the column, Mara reminded herself: this was not her army toorder about. Not anymore. Her thoughts turned in upon themselves.
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The last men fell into position, hurried by the voice of Buntokapi.Fully armoured, and bearing a tasselled scabbard with his favouritesword for battle, the usually lumbering Lord of the Acoma was atypical Tsurani warrior: stocky, tough, with legs able to carry himfor miles at a steady run, and enough stamina remaining to fight an

enemy. Sullen and brutish in peacetime, Buntokapi was trained forwar. Briskly he relayed his orders.

Mara listened from the open door of her quarters, proud of thespectacle in the marshalling yard. Then the baby kicked. She wincedat the force of his unborn feet. By the time his tantrum ceased, theAcoma garrison had dashed from the estate, four hundred individuals,green armour glinting in sunlight as they rushed towardsthat very same ravine where Mara had sprung the trap that hadbrought Lujan and his outlaws into service.

Silently she prayed that this confrontation by the quiet, ripplingspring would resolve as favourably for the Acoma as that first onehad.

Nacoya appeared unbidden to attend her mistress's comforts.Her old ears had not missed the commotion, and in typical fashionshe brought scraps of gossip from the soldiers, things the young wifehankered to know but no longer had means to obtain. After she hadsent a servant for chilled fruit and urged Mara back to her cushions,the two women settled in to wait. It was barely midmorning,thought Mara, glancing at the cho-ja timepiece upon the table herhusband had been writing upon less than a quarter hour before.Swiftly she calculated. The early morning patrol must have spottedthe bandits' advanced scouts and located their main body enteringthe high pass. Working out times and locations from the bits ofnews brought by Nacoya, Mara smiled slightly. The discussion shehad precipitated between Arakasi and Keyoke on the journey to thecho-ja hive had yielded results. Among other items, the Spy Masterhad mentioned need for a predawn sweep of the area to the west ofthe estate, for ruffians could easily infiltrate the mountains,avoiding Acoma patrols under cover of darkness, then go to groundduring the daylight hours. The midnight departure of Lujan's patrolensured that men were high enough in the hills above the Acomaestates by dawn so that signs of outlaw activity were swiftlydetected. And the wily former bandit knew every likely hiding placebetween the Acoma boundaries and Holan-Qu.

 

I94 % Daughter-of the Empire

 

Tired, suddenly, for her pregnancy was trying, Mara nibbledsweet fruit slices, while the sound of Acoma soldiers marching inhaste towards the hills carried through the morning air. The cho-jaclock ticked softly, and the tramping grew faint, then fainter, untilMara could barely tell if the sound was still heard or only imagined.At noon Nacoya poured herb tea and ordered some toasted breadand sweet berry paste brought, with fruit and kai sung - a steamingbowl of thyza with tiny pieces of river fish, vegetables, and nuts.Anxious to please, the head cook brought the dishes before hermistress, but Mara could only absently pick at her meal.Aware now that Mara's preoccupation had little to do withlassitude, Nacoya said, 'Lady, do not fear. Your Lord Buntokapiwill return unharmed.'

Mara frowned. 'He must.' And in an unguarded moment,Nacoya saw a hint of anger and determination behind her formercharge's mask of calm. 'If he dies now, all goes for naught . . . .'Instincts aroused, Nacoya sought the girl's eyes; and Mara lookedquickly away. Certain now that something was being consideredhere beyond her understanding, but shrewd enough to guess itsbent, the old woman sat back upon her heels. Age lent her patience.If the young Lady of the Acoma chose to plot alone, then so be it.This most dangerous of plans might perish before fruition if shared,even with one loved and trusted. Nacoya observed, yet revealednothing of the fear that twisted her old heart. She understood. Shewas Tsurani. And under the master's roof, the word of the masterwas as law.

 

Buntokapi motioned his company of soldiers to a halt and slitted hiseyes against the glare as two Acoma soldiers approached at a run,their armour silhouetted against a sun sliced in half by the horizon.Winded, dusty, but proud despite fatigue, the men saluted, and thenearer one delivered his report. 'Lord, the bandits camp in the lowerdell, beyond the crest where Strike Leader Lujan waits. He thinksthey will move before dawn.'

Buntokapi turned without hesitation to Keyoke. 'We rest here.Send two fresh men to summon Lujan.'

The Force Commander relayed the Lord's order, then relaxed thecolumns from duty. The men fell out, removing helms and sitting atthe roadside, but making no fires to reveal their presence to the raiders

Heir

 

I95

 

Buntokapi unbuckled his own helm with an audible sigh. Whilefunctional, it was also heavy, and ornamented after the Tsuranifashion of reflecting the deeds of a man's life. Recently added wasthe band of sarcat-hide trim around the edge, to complement theflowing tail of zarbi hair that hung from the crest. Such trophies

looked grand on parade, but to the young Lord's chagrin hediscovered every added ounce became onerous after a day-longmarch. He eased the armour from his head and raked his dark hairup into spikes with his knuckles.

Then he squatted, leaning back against a smooth outcropping bythe side of the trail where his officers attended him. 'Keyoke, what isthis dell the men speak of?'

The Force Commander crouched and scribed a crude map in thedust with his dagger point. 'Like this, Lord. The trail from HolanQunarrows at a small crest, enters a narrow clearing - the dell nextto a spring, just before rising to another crest, then falling tothis trail, about six miles above here.' He gave facts withoutmentioning the ambush the Lady had sprung to bring Lujan and hismen into Acoma service.

'Good place for a trap,' Buntokapi muttered. He scratched at aninsect bite.

Keyoke said nothing. He waited, patient in a manner only Maramight have understood, while his master loosened his sword beltand stretched. 'Still, we must wait for Lujan's report. Wake mewhen he arrives.' Buntokapi folded his arms behind his head andclosed his eyes.

With a look of veiled exasperation, Papewaio rose. Keyokefollowed him saying, 'I will post sentries, Lord.'Buntokapi grunted approval and the two officers left their Lordto slumber. Within the hour a shout from the sentry heralded StrikeLeader Lujan's arrival in camp.

Buntokapi started awake without being called. He sat up,scratching a fresh collection of insect bites, as the dusty Lujan camebefore him and saluted. The former outlaw had run for six milesand yet showed little outward signs of exhaustion, other than beingshort of breath. Keyoke and Papewaio joined him as Buntokapigrabbed his helm, jammed it over his tangled head, and pointedcryptically at the scratches in the dirt. 'Show me.'Lujan hunkered down and with his own dagger added details to
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the little map Keyoke had drawn. 'Six companies of fifty men havecome over three different routes to this dell, my Lord. Theymarched here, here, and here.'

Buntokapi stopped with his hand poised over the reddening weltson his leg. 'They did not come up to the higher vale, the one with thesmall lake?'

 

'No, Lord.' Lujan hesitated.

Buntokapi gestured impatiently in the gathering dark. 'Well,what? Speak.'

'There is something here that ... is not right.'Buntokapi scratched his stomach, lifting his breastplate with histhumb. 'They don't move like bandits, heh?'

Lujan smiled slightly. 'No, more like trained soldiers, to my eye.''Grey warriors?' Buntokapi got heavily to his feet.'Perhaps,' said Keyoke.

'Ha!' Buntokapi's tone turned bitter. 'Minwanabi, or my motherbore a stone-headed pup.' To the senior officers with him he said,'Before I wed I knew of the feud between Jingu and the Acoma. Andmy father recently warned me to expect a sudden strike.' Hefrowned. 'I swear he knew this attack was coming.' Buntokapipaused significantly, but did not share whatever else he concludedupon the matter. His voice took on a sullen note. 'Lord Jingu thinkshis men the best in the Empire and your Lord a stupid bull. And heseems to have grown cocky enough to risk my father's ire. Yet he isnot so strong or so arrogant that he dares to show his true colours,heh? We shall show him he is wrong on the first two counts.' Hebarked a rude laugh. 'And right on the last.' He looked at Keyoke. 'Ithink you have a plan already, heh, Force Commander?'Keyoke's lined face remained expressionless as he set his daggerto the lines representing the place where the trail narrowed this sideof the vale. 'We could hold them here with little trouble, I judge, myLord.'

Buntokapi fingered the tassels of his scabbard. 'Better we let themcome into the vale, send a company behind them, and trap them there.'In the rapidly falling light, Keyoke studied the drawing, recallingeach detail of the land remembered from his last patrol. Quietly heventured his opinion. 'If we sneak a company along the ridge above,we can have it in place by dawn. The bandits then could not retreat,and a quick sortie into the dell from this side might rout them.'
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'Good, but I think we do not charge.' Frowning intently now,Buntokapi qualified. 'We sit quiet, like frightened little birds, heh?They will go past us, deep into the little clearing, and we will leap upand rain arrows and rocks upon them, until they break.'

Lujan nodded in appreciation. 'Still, they will break out.'Buntokapi rubbed his jaw with a stubby thumb as he consideredeverything laid out before him. 'No, you see,' he said at last, 'weshall strike just before they reach the second crest, so they think thatthey have been engaged by our advance patrol. But most of our menwill lie in wait to the rear.' He grinned with vicious anticipation.'The bandits will think the bulk of the Acoma garrison in front ofthem, defending the borders of the estate. They will run back theway they came, through our arrows, onto our shields and swords.'He paused and added, 'Papewaio, you will go with Lujan to theother end of the vale, with'- he quickly calculated -'all but fifty ofthe best archers. Keyoke will take twenty archers and stationhimself at the high ridge pass, just out of sight.' His anticipationgrew ugly. 'Keyoke, when the bandits come, have the men yell warcries and strike their armour and dance to send up dust, so theenemy will think you an army. If they still advance, shoot themdown.'

The matter decided, Buntokapi shouldered his bow. 'The archerswill take cover on the rim above the bandits, the better to rain deathdown among them. It is wisest if I oversee this company.' Keyokenodded agreement, recalling the practice bouts in the yard beforethe barracks. Buntokapi might be slow with a blade, but with a bowhe was a demon. Excited now, Buntokapi delivered his last orders toPapewaio to ensure no bandit would slip through the line.Grim beneath the shadow of his helm, Keyoke admired theaudaciousness of the plan. Buntokapi expected a victory; and withthe bold twists the young Lord of the Acoma had added, the banditforce might indeed be doomed.

 

Crouched upon the ridge, Buntokapi waved to the archer concealedacross the dell. But the men moving below did not see his signal, forearly morning mist whitened the dell like a blanket, obscuringanything more than a dozen yards away. The sun barely reddenedthe rocky rim of the eastern peaks, and the haze would not burn offfor several hours. The invaders were only beginning to stir; here a
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man squatted in cover to relieve himself, while others washed at thespring, beat dust from their blankets, or gathered dry wood to makefires for tea. Few yet wore armour. If scouts were posted, they wereindistinguishable from the warriors rubbing sleep from their eyes.Amused by the general lack of preparation, Buntokapi laughedquietly, picked his target - the squatting man - and let fly. Hisarrow thudded into flesh, and battle at last was joined.The first victim fell with a strangled cry. Instantly every Acomaarcher loosed their bows from the ridges. Thirty raiders were struckdown before a man among them could react. Then the banditcompany erupted like a hive. Blankets fluttered abandoned andcooking pots rolled into fires as the men under attack broke forcover. Buntokapi chuckled viciously and let fly another arrow. Itstruck his target in the groin, and he fell, writhing, and tripped afleeing companion. Too many men were crowded together in toosmall an area, and their panic made the slaughter easy. Before theircommanders could restore order, another twenty were struckdown. Voices shouted commands in the clearing. Acoma archerspicked their targets with increasing difficulty as the raiders went toground, using fallen trees, large rocks, or even shallow depressionsfor cover. Yet still the arrows found targets.An officer's shouted orders caused the raiders to break towardsthe Acoma borders. Buntokapi's exultation turned savage. Probablythe ruffian in command thought he had encountered a patrolwhose intent was to drive his men back into the hills. Those banditswho managed to regroup and obey reached the shadow of thesecond ridge, only to be stopped by shouts and the squeak ofarmour. Five men in the van fell with arrows bristling from them asKeyoke's archers entered the fray. The soldiers in the lead jostled toa disorganized halt. Another dozen went down before the rearguard understood their predicament and an officer ordered aretreat.

Sunlight touched the mist, dyeing the fringes red as the originalthirty archers continued their murderous fire from the ridge.Hampered, and dying by the moment, the invaders pulled backthrough the narrow defile. An elated Buntokapi guessed a full thirdof their number lay dead or wounded. He kept up his rapidshooting, and calculated that another third would be down beforehis retreating victims encountered the Acoma soldiers who waited
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to their rear. Yet well before he ran short of targets, Buntokapiexhausted his supply of arrows. Frustrated at his inability to kill, hegrabbed a large rock and sighted upon a man lying just behind an

outcropping of stone. He reared back and hurled the stone,rewarded by a cry of pain from below. Heated with the lust ofbattle, he sought more rocks.

Other bowmen out of arrows soon joined in, and now a hail ofstones descended upon the raiders. From the cast, dust rose alongthe trail, accompanied by the sound of men shouting, Keyoke andhis band lending the appearance that their 'army' charged to attack.Several of the raiders sprang to their feet in alarm, while the morepanic-stricken spearheaded a general break to the west. Buntokapisent his last stone whistling downwards. Afire with the anticipationof glory and victory, he drew his sword and shouted, 'Acoma!'The men in his company followed his reckless charge down thesteep sides of the dell. Stones loosened under their feet, rattlingdown with their hurtling bodies. Clammy mist enfolded them asthey reached the floor of the clearing, and the rout was on. Nearlytwo hundred raiders lay dead or dying upon the ground, while tothe west the survivors rushed upon the waiting shields, spears, andswords of the men under Papewaio and Lujan.

Buntokapi hurried along, his short legs pumping furiously as heraced to reach the battle before the last enemy was slain. Heencountered a desperate-looking man in a simple robe. The swordand plain round shield he carried reminded Buntokapi of his ownshield, abandoned somewhere in the rocks above in the excitement.He cursed himself for carelessness, but still charged the raider,crying, 'Acoma! Acoma!' in almost boyish glee.The raider braced himself for swordplay, but Buntokapi beat theraised blade away. He hurled himself into the shield, dependingupon strength and bulk rather than risking facing a swordsmanwho might have superior skill. The man stumbled, and Buntokapiraised his sword, bearing down in a two-handed slash that smashedthe man's shield and broke the arm beneath. The raider fell backwith a cry.

Buntokapi beat away a feeble attempt at a thrust. Grinningmadly, he stabbed and his opponent died with a gurgling cry. TheLord of the Acoma cleared his blade and rushed after Acomabowmen who had followed his impetuous charge into the dell.
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From the west the sounds of battle raged. Winded, eager, andexulting in his strength and prowess, Buntokapi breasted the smallpass through the rocks. The mist was thinning, a sheet of goldthrough which armour and bloody swords glinted against shadowygreenery. The flight of the raiders had broken upon a waiting massof Acoma soldiers. Papewaio had stationed kneeling shield men,with bowmen behind and spearmen beside. Not one raider intwenty had reached their lines, and even as Buntokapi poundeddown to join them, he saw those last enemies die on the points of thelong spears. The surrounding wood fell suddenly, eerily still. As hepicked his way around grotesquely sprawled corpses and heard, forthe first time, the moans of the wounded and dying, Buntokapi'sexcitement did not fade. He glanced over the carnage his plan hadwrought, and spied the plume of an officer.

Papewaio stood with folded arms, overseeing the binding of asoldier's wound.

Buntokapi shouldered his way through the bystanders. 'Well?''My Lord.' With barely a glance away from the injured man,Papewaio saluted with his sword. 'They hesitated when they sawour lines - that was their mistake. Had they continued their charge,our losses would have been worse.' The man on the ground groanedas the bandage tightened over his wound. 'Not so taut,' snappedPapewaio, seemingly forgetting the waiting presence of his Lord.But Buntokapi was too elated from victory to mind the lapse.Leaning on his bloodied sword, he said, 'How many casualties?'Papewaio looked up, his attention focused for the first time. 'I donot know yet, but few. Here, the Force Commander approaches.'He turned with swift instructions for the care of his woundedwarrior, then fell into step with the Lord of the Acoma.Lujan joined them as they met Keyoke, dusty from his efforts inthe clearing, and his plumes beaded with mist. The officersconsolidated their information with a minimum of words, andBuntokapi's heart swelled with pride. He struck a playful blow toKeyoke's shoulder. 'See, they broke and we slaughtered the dogs,just as I said. Ha!' He frowned, but not with displeasure. 'Anyprisoners?'

'I think about thirty, my Lord,' Lujan said, his voice queerly flatafter the animated tones of his master. 'Some will live long enoughto become slaves. Who their officers were I cannot tell, since none
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wore helms of office.' He gave a thoughtful pause. 'Nor housecolours.'

'Bah!' Buntokapi spat. 'These are Minwanabi's dogs.'

'At least one was.' Lujan pointed to a man who lay dead nottwenty feet distant. 'That was a man I knew'- he caught himself justshort of revealing his odd origin -'before I first took house colours.He is the elder brother of a boyhood friend, and he took service withthe Kehotara.'

'Minwanabi's favourite pet!' Buntokapi waved his fouled swordas if the presence of a soldier of jingu's vassal proved his contention.Lujan stepped out of range of the gesture, smiling slightly. 'Hewas a bad man. He might have turned outlaw.'

Buntokapi shook his blade in Lujan's face, any humour clearlybeyond him. 'This was no outlaw raid! That dog lover jingu thinksthe Acoma soft, and ruled by a woman. Well, he now knows hefaced a man.' He spun around, brandishing his weapon in the air. 'Iwill send a runner to Sulan-Qu to buy a few rounds in the taverns bythe docks. jingu will know within a day I have tweaked his nose.'Buntokapi brought his sword whistling downward. He stared atthe drying blood, and after a moment of deliberation thrust theweapon into its tasselled sheath. A slave could polish it later. Withan enthusiasm not shared by his officers, he said, 'We shall sort thisout at home. I am dirty and hungry. We leave now!' And he beganabruptly to march, leaving Keyoke and Papewaio and Lujan toorganize the men, fix litters for the wounded, and hustle thecompanies on the road to the estate. The Lord of the Acoma wishedto be home before dinner, and his company of battle-fatiguedsoldiers concerned him little. They could rest once they were back intheir barracks.

As men rushed to form ranks, Papewaio looked at his ForceCommander. Eyes met for a moment and both men shared athought. This bullish man, barely more than a boy, was dangerous.As they parted to attend their duties, both prayed silently for LadyMara.

 

Hours passed, and the shadows shortened. The sun climbed to thezenith while the needra herders returned from the meadows for thenoon meal, and servants and slaves went about their chores as if nodisaster were possible. Mara rested, attempting to read, but her
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mind refused to concentrate on the convoluted organization oflands and businesses owned by the dozens of major Lords andhundreds of minor ones in the Empire. One night, a month before,she had thought she recognized a pattern in the way one estate'sdistant holdings were placed, then after hours of further studydecided the perception had been an illusion. But such pursuits hadgiven rise to another thought: where a family's holdings lay, eventhose that appeared insignificant, could prove as important as anyother fact in the nuances of the Game of the Council.Mara pondered this new angle through the heat of the afternoon.Sundown came and went, and in the cooler air of evening she sat toa long and silent meal. The servants were subdued, which wasunusual in the absence of their Lord. Feeling her pregnancy like aweight, Mara retired early to sleep. Her dreams were troubled.Several times in the night she started awake, her heart pounding andher ears straining for sounds of returning men; but instead ofmarching feet and the creak of armour, the night stillness held onlythe soft lowing of needra cows and the chirp of night insects. Shehad no clue how her husband and Keyoke fared against the raidersin the mountains, except that the peace of the estate remainedunbroken. just before the dawn she fell into a deep and oppressivesleep.

She woke with sun on her face, having opened the screen in herrestlessness during the night. Her morning maid had forgotten toclose it, and the heat already made her sweat. Mara raised herselfupon her pillows and suddenly felt ill. Without waiting to call for aservant, she hurried to the chamber for night soil and was sick to herstomach. The morning maid heard her distress and ran to attend herwith cool cloths. Then she saw her mistress back to her mats andhastened to fetch Nacoya.

Mara stopped her at the door. 'Nacoya has worries enoughwithout adding more,' she snapped and gestured grumpily at theopen screen. The maid closed it hastily, but the shade did not help.Mara lay back, pale and sweating. Throughout the day she fretted,unable to concentrate upon the matters of commerce that had neverbefore failed to hold her interest. Noon came, and the men did notreturn. Mara began to worry. Had Buntokapi fallen to a raider'ssword? Had the battle been won? The wait exhausted her, cloakingher mind in shadows of doubt. Beyond the screen the sun crawled

Heir

 

203

 

across the zenith, and Nacoya arrived with the midday meal.Grateful her illness had passed, Mara managed to cat a little fruitand some sweet cakes.

 

After her meal the Lady of the Acoma lay down to rest throughthe afternoon heat. Sleep eluded her. As the shadows of the leaveselongated slowly across the screens, she listened to the soundsoutside diminish as the free workers retired to their huts. The slaveswere not permitted this midday break, but whenever possible thework performed from midday to the fourth hour of the afternoonwas the least strenuous of the day.

The waiting bore down like a thousand stones; even the cooks inthe kitchen were cross. Distantly Mara heard a servant scolding aslave for some chore improperly done in the scullery. Impatientwith the stillness, she rose, and when Nacoya appeared to inquireafter her needs, Mara returned a snappish reply. The room fellsilent. Later she refused the entertainment of musicians or poetry.Nacoya rose then and sought duties elsewhere.

Then, as the shadows slanted purple across the hills, the sound ofthe returning soldiers reached the estate house. Mara held herbreath and recognized voices raised in song. Something inside herbroke. Tears of relief wet her face, for if the enemy had triumphedthey would have come with battle cries as they assaulted theremaining soldiers of the estate. Had Buntokapi been killed or theAcoma driven back from the attack, the warriors would havereturned in silence. Instead, the lusty ring of voices through the lateafternoon heat heralded a victory for the Acoma.Mara rose and motioned for servants to open the door to themarshalling yard. Tired, but no longer tense, she waited with onehand on the doorframe while the Acoma companies marched intoview, their bright green armour muted by a layer of dust. Theofficers' plumes drooped from fatigue, but the men marched in evenstep and their song filled the air. The words might be ragged, for tomany the verses were new; still, this was an Acoma victory. Oldsoldiers and former bandits alike sang with joy, for battle had knitthem solidly together. The accomplishment was sweet after the griefthat had visited this house scarcely one year before.Buntokapi came straight to his wife and bowed slightly, aformality Mara found surprising. 'My wife, we have beenvictorious.'
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'I am so very pleased, my husband.' That her reply was genuinestartled him in return. Her pregnancy seemed to be taxing her, forshe did not look well.

Strangely abashed, Buntokapi qualified. 'Minwanabi andKehotara dogs garbed as grey warriors sought to marshal along thetrail above our lands. They intended to strike us at first light, as alllay asleep.'

Mara nodded. That was how she would have planned such a raid.'Were there many, my Lord?'

Buntokapi dragged his helm off by one strap and tossed it to awaiting servant. He scratched vigorously at his wet, matted hairwith both hands, his lips parted in satisfaction. 'Aie, it is good to getthat off.' Peering up at his wife in the doorway, he said, 'What?Many?' His expression turned thoughtful. 'A great deal more than Iwould have expected. . .' He shouted over his shoulder to Lujan,who was attending to the dispersal of the men with Keyoke. 'StrikeLeader, how many finally attacked?'

The reply floated cheerfully over the bedlam in the yard. 'Threehundred, my Lord.'

Mara repressed a shudder. She laid a hand on her middle, wherethe baby moved.

'Three hundred killed or captured,' Buntokapi reiteratedproudly. Then, struck as if by an afterthought, he shouted againacross the yard. 'Lujan, how many of our men?''Three dead, three dying, and another five seriously wounded.'The reply was only slightly less exuberant, by which Marainterpreted that Lujan's recruits had fought well.Buntokapi grinned at his Lady. 'How do you like that, my wife?We waited in hiding above them, rained arrows and rocks upontheir heads, then drove them against our shields and swords. Yourfather could not have done better, heh?'

'No, my husband.' The admission was grudging, but true.Buntokapi had not wasted the years he trained as a soldier. And fora fleeting instant her usual disdain and revulsion were replaced bypride for her husband's actions on behalf of the Acoma.Lujan crossed the yard, accompanied by a soldier named Sheng.The rigours of the day had left the Strike Leader's jaunty gallantryundaunted, and he grinned a greeting to his Lady before bowing
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and interrupting the boasting of his master. 'Lord, this man hassomething important to say.'

Granted leave to speak, the soldier saluted. 'Master, one of theprisoners is a cousin of mine, well known to me. He is the son of my

father's brother's wife's sister. He is not a grey warrior. He tookservice with the Minwanabi.'

Mara stiffened slightly, her indrawn breath overshadowed byBuntokapi's loud response. 'Ha! I told you. Bring the dog forth.'Movement swirled through the yard, and a burly guard steppedinto view. He pushed a man with both hands tied behind his back,and threw him down before Buntokapi's feet.

'You are of the Minwanabi?'

The prisoner refused to answer. Forgetting the presence of hiswife, Buntokapi kicked him in the head. Despite her hatred of theMinwanabi, Mara winced. Again Buntokapi's studded sandalraked the man's face, and he rolled, splitting blood. 'You are of theMinwanabi?' repeated Buntokapi.

But the man would admit nothing. Loyal, Mara thought throughher sickness; she expected as much. jingu would hardly send weakmen on such a risky venture, for all his standing and his honourrested on not being held responsible. Yet the truth could not entirelybe concealed. Another Acoma soldier approached with a storysimilar to the first: several other grey warriors were recognizablyMinwanabi, or members of the house of jingu's vassals, theKehotara. Buntokapi kicked the man on the ground several moretimes, but he gained no more than a glare of venomous hatred.Bored finally, Buntokapi said, 'This fool offends Acoma soil. Hanghim.'

He raised bright eyes to Keyoke. 'Hang all of them. We have noneed of slaves, and dogs make poor workers. String them up alongthe roadside and have a sign proclaim that this fate awaits any whotrespass on Acoma lands. Then let the patrol leaders go to the city.Have them buy wine in the taverns and drink to the men of theAcoma who have bested the Minwanabi.'

Stiff-faced, Keyoke said nothing. Buntokapi visited a terribleinsult upon the Minwanabi Lord by publicly hanging his soldiers.Prisoners of war were either killed honourably, with a sword, orkept as slaves. Only when the feuds grew old and bitter did a manaffront a foe in this way. To boast of such a deed in public was to
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invite a more bitter retaliation, until the alliance with the Anasatiwould not be sufficient to shield them. Mara realized the stakes. Ifjingu grew incensed enough, the next raid might be not threehundred men dressed as grey warriors, but three thousandarmoured soldiers in Minwanabi orange and black descending likeinsects upon Acoma land. Mara saw Keyoke scrape his chin with histhumb and knew his concern matched her own. She must try todissuade her husband.

'My Lord.' Mara touched Buntokapi's damp sleeve. 'These wereonly soldiers doing the duty of their master.'A feral look entered Buntokapi's eyes, startling for its cleverness.'These?'The calmness of his voice was new, the more chilling in thatit was genuine. 'Why, these are but grey warriors, bandits and outlaws,my wife. You heard me ask this one if he was of theMinwanabi, didn't you? Had he answered, I would have killed himhonourably with my own sword. But he is only a criminal, fit forhanging, heh!' He smiled then, widely, and shouted to the men inthe yard, 'Let my orders stand.'

The Acoma soldiers hastened to bring rope, and the prisonerswere herded down the gravel path that led to the trees at the side ofthe Imperial Highway. A craftsman would fashion the sign to maketheir shame public, and by sundown the last of them would hang.Those soldiers not involved dispersed to the barracks. Buntokapistepped into the estate house without removing his sandals, and hisstudded soles raised splinters from the fine wood as he spun andshouted for servants. Making a mental note to ask for a slave toresand and polish the floors, Mara returned to her cushions. Herhusband did not dismiss her when his attendants arrived, so she wascompelled to remain while servants removed his outer armour.Stretching heavy shoulders as his breastplate was lifted from him,the Lord of the Acoma said, 'This Minwanabi lord is a fool. Hethinks to outrage my father by killing me, then turning his attentionsupon you, my wife, a simple woman. He did not know what asoldier he faced, heh! How fortunate that you chose me instead ofJiro. My brother is clever, but he is not a warrior.' Again that ferallight entered Buntokapi's eyes, and Mara saw something beyondmere cunning. She was forced to agree with Buntokapi's remark ontheir wedding night. This man she had married was not stupid.Quietly Mara tried to temper his bullish mood. 'The Acoma wereindeed fortunate to be led by a soldier today, my Lord.'
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Buntokapi puffed up at the praise. He turned away, handing thelast piece of armour to his attendant. He regarded his stained

knuckles and suddenly acknowledged the fatigue of the last twodays. 'I will take a long bath, my wife, then I will join you for ourevening meal. I will not go to the city. The gods do not love toomuch pride, and perhaps it is best not to mock jingu more than Ialready have.'

He stepped to the screen, letting the soft breeze of evening dry hissweat. Mara regarded him, silent. His stocky body and bandy legsmade a comic silhouette against the yellow sky of evening, but thesight only made her feel chilled. When Buntokapi departed, shestared at the filthy pile of clothing and sandals he had left in a heapon the floor. Her thoughts turned very dark, and she did not hearNacoya enter and bow by her elbow. The old woman whispered,her voice a near-silent hiss. 'If you are going to kill him, do it soon,Lady. He is far more clever than you thought.'Mara only nodded. Inwardly she counted the hours. Not until herbaby was born. Not until then.

 

'Mara!'

The shout reverberated through the house. The Lady of theAcoma rose with the aid of her maids. She was halfway to the doorof her quarters when the door slid open and Buntokapi entered, hisface red with temper.

Her bow was immediate. 'Yes, Bunto.'

 

He lifted a meaty hand and shook a sheaf of papers, each sheetcovered with tiny rows of numbers. 'What are these? I found thempiled on my desk when I awoke.' Stamping past, he looked theimage of an enraged needra bull, a likeness heightened by hisbloodshot eyes, the legacy of entertaining some friends the nightbefore.

Several young soldiers, second and third sons of families loyal tothe Anasati, had stopped to visit on their way to the City of thePlains. They had talked for long hours, for their houses musteredgarrisons for a spring campaign against the barbarians on the worldof Midkemia, on the other side of the magical rift. The war wasentering its third year, and tales of riches lured a number ofpolitically neutral houses to join the Alliance for War. Such shiftscaused the War Party and the conservative Imperial Party to be in
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contention for dominance of the High Council. The Lord of theMinwanabi was a stalwart in the War Party, headed by theWarlord, and the Lord of the Anasati was the central figure in theImperial Party, a position of high resti because it was limited toblood relations of the Emperor.

 

p ge

 

With none of the propriety of his imperial cousins, Buntokapitossed the papers in a shower over his wife. 'What am I supposed todo with all these things?'

l~ -~"t-hlv tallies

 

'Husband, they are the of the house, the quarterlybudget and reports from your factors and inventories of farholdings'- she lowered her eyes to see what else lay scattered abouther ankles -'and a projection of needra hide demand for the nextyear.'

'But what am I supposed to do with them?' Buntokapi threw uphis hands in exasperation. As third son he had been expected tobecome a career warrior, much like Keyoke and Papewaio, ormarry the daughter of some rich merchant seeking alliance with a]powerful house. Now that he had exceeded his father's mostextreme ambitions, his preparation for ruling a great house wasnonexistent.
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Mara squatted5 since pregnancy maae uen ng -F 5with perfect patience began to gather the scattered parchments.'You are to read these reports. Approve, disapprove or amend

them, then send them back to the appropriate member of yourhousehold staff, Bunto.'

'What about jican?' and.' Again she waited for an opportunity'He'll advise you, husb off his shoulders, but he only said, 'Veryto take some responsibility to my study.' Withoutwell. After I've eaten, have the hadonra come

another word he snatched the papers from the hand of his wife andleft.

Mara beckoned to her runner. 'Find jican.'

The hadonra appeared breathless from his summons. He hadink-stains on his hands. and from that Mara knew her runner hadfound him in the scribes' wing, on the far side of the house. When hehad completed his bow, Mara said. 'My Lord asks your counsel,jican. on the many business issues facing the Acoma. Please attendhim after he has bathed and eaten.'

The hadonra dabbed at a blackened knuckle, barely able to
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contain his distaste for dealing with the plodding Buntokapi. 'I see,

Lady.' im with bland hurno

Mara watched h ur. 'My Lord is new tomatters of commerce, jican. Perhaps it would be best if you dealtwith each issue slowly and in detail.'

 

jican's expression did not change, but his eyes seemed to light.'Yes, mistress.'

Now Mara returned a veiled smile. 'Take as much time as youneed. I think you'll find sufficient topics to discuss for the entireevening, and perhaps into the night.'

'Of course, mistress.' jican's enthusiasm brightened. 'I will giveorders not to be disturbed while Lord Buntokapi needs my aid.'

The hadonra had always been quick-witted. Mara rejoiced in hisattributes, yet she showed no trace of her feelings. 'That is good,jican. Since my Lord is showing an interest in household matters,take along any documents you think he might need to study.'In a voice of smothered delight, jican said, 'Yes, mistress.''That is all.' Mara

 

waved in dismissal, then stood thoughtfully,

racking her mind for other matters that needed to be called to herhusband's attention. Yet as she plotted. she feared. The path she

had chosen was perilous; no law and no person could protect her ifshe stepped wrongly. The sunlight upon the painted screen

suddenly seemed very dear. Mara closed her eyes and recited theteachings of the sisters of Lashima to herself for what seemed a verylong time.

 

Mara winced at the sound of Buntokapi's huge hand striking flesh.Another slave would sport a bruised cheek or black eye in the

morning. Braced for the inevitable onslaught, she was unsurprisedwhen the screen to her quarters slid open with no knock in warning.Even when he was was not angry. Buntokapi seldom employed thecourtesy her rank normally entitled.

'Mara,' he began, his fury near the point of explosion; and Maracursed inwardly as he strode in, his battle sandals carving up thefloors for the second time that week. Fortunately, the slaves whorepaired the damage lacked the right to complain.Buntokapi stopped, sweating under his heavy armour. 'I havespent days with these important business matters jican claims I

must personally attend to! I go out to drill my soldiers for the first
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time in a week, and when I am tired from the sun, the first thing Ifind is more ... of these!' He threw down a heavy sheaf ofdocuments. 'I grow bored! Who oversaw all this before I camehere?'

Modestly Mara lowered her eyes. 'I did, husband.'Buntokapi's anger dissolved into astonishment. 'You did?''Before I asked for you in marriage, I was Ruling Lady.' Maraspoke lightly, as if the matter were of small importance. 'Therunning of the estate was my duty, as it is now yours.',Aie!' Buntokapi's frustration was palpable. 'Must I overseeevery tiny detail?' He yanked off his helm and shouted forassistance. A servant appeared at the door. 'Bring a robe,'Buntokapi commanded. 'I'll not stand in this armour anothermoment. Mara, help me.'

Mara rose awkwardly and came to her husband, who stood witharms held out straight. Touching him as little as possible, for he wasdirty, she unfastened the buckles that held the breast and backplates together. 'You may, if you choose, delegate some of thesetasks. jican is capable of taking care of the daily operations of theestates. I can give him the benefits of my opinion if you're too busy.'Buntokapi shrugged the lacquered plates off over his head andsighed in relief. Unaccustomed to lifting, Mara struggled with theweight, until her husband reached one-handed and tossed the heavyarmour to the floor. He tugged the light gambeson over hisshoulders, and spoke through a muffling layer of cloth. 'No. I wantyou looking after our son.'

'Or daughter,' Mara shot back, nettled that a wife might do abody servant's chores but not tally accounts. She knelt andunbuckled the green leather greaves from her husband's hairycalves.

'Bah, it will be a boy. If not, we shall have to try again, heh?' Heleered down at her.

Mara showed none of her revulsion, but untied the cross-garteredsandals, which were as crusted with filth as the broad feet theyprotected. 'As my Lord wills.'

Buntokapi peeled away his short robe. Nude except for aloincloth, he unselfconsciously reached under it to scratch his groin.'Still, I will allow jican to make decisions about the business mattershe has been in charge of since your father's death.' The servant
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arrived with the dean robe, and the Lord of the Acoma quicklydonned it without calling for a bath. 'The hadonra is competent.And he can still come to me for important decisions. Now I plan tospend some time in Sulan-Qu. Several of my friends are -'He paused, puzzled, as Mara suddenly clutched at the cloth of her

dayrobe. She had been having mild contractions all morning, butthis was strong, and her face drained of colour. At last her time hadcome. 'Bunto!'

the usual violent-tempered man was suddenly both delightedand alarmed. 'Is it time!'

'I think so.' She smiled calmly. 'Send for the midwife.'

Solicitous for the first time in his life, Buntokapi was furiouslypatting Mara's hand to the point of inflicting bruises when themidwife came, followed in an instant by Nacoya. The two of themchased him away with a briskness no husband in the Empire couldwithstand. Buntokapi left like a whipped dog, looking over hisshoulder as he disappeared through the screen.The next hour he spent pacing in his study as he waited for his sonto be born. As the second hour dragged on, he sent for wine andsomething to eat. Evening faded into night, still without word fromthe birth chamber. An impatient man who had no outlet for hisconcern, he drank and ate, then drank again. After the supper hourhe sent for musicians, and when their playing failed to soothe hisnerves, he called for the hot bath he had neglected that afternoon.In a rare mood of respect, he decided to forgo the company of agirl. Bed play seemed inappropriate while his wife was giving birthto his heir, but a man could not be expected to sit waiting with nocomforts. Buntokapi bellowed for the runner to fetch a large jug ofacamel brandy. This he would not surrender, even when servantspulled the screens away and filled his tub with steaming water. Theywaited with soap and towels. Buntokapi stripped off his robes andpatted his expanding girth. He grunted to himself about needing topractise with the sword and bow more, to keep fit, as he slid his bulkinto the water. A weaker man would have winced, but Buntokapisimply sat down. He took a brandy cup from a servant's hand anddrained it in one long pull.

The servants worked with diffident care. None of them wanted a
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beating for letting suds inadvertently spill in to the open cup andsour the brandy.

Bunto sloshed back in his bath. He absently hummed a tune whilethe servants soaped his body. As their hands kneaded his tautmuscles and the heat drew him into a sleepy, amorous mood, heluxuriated in the bath, and soon he drifted into a doze.Then the air was cut by a scream. Bunto bolted upright in the tub,overturning his brandy and splashing the servants with soapywater. Heart pounding, he groped about for a weapon, halfexpecting to see the servants running for safety while armoured menanswered the alarm. Instead all was quiet. He looked to themusicians, who awaited his order to play, but as his mouth openedto speak, another scream rent the stillness.

Then he knew. Mara, slender, girlish Mara, was giving birth tohis son. Another scream sounded, and the pain in it was like nothingBuntokapi had heard in his short life. Men wounded in battle madeloud, angry cries, and the moans of the wounded were low andpitiable. But this sound ... this reflected the agony of onetormented by the Red God himself.

Buntokapi reached for his brandy. Dark fury crossed his facewhen he found the cup missing. A servant retrieved it quickly fromthe door, filled it, and placed it in his master's hands. AfterBuntokapi drained it he said, 'Go see that nothing is amiss with mywife.'

The servant ran off and Buntokapi nodded to another servant fora refill. Long moments passed while the sounds of Mara's tormentfilled the night. Shortly the servant returned and said, 'Master.Nacoya says it is a difficult birth.'

Buntokapi nodded and drank again, feeling the numbing warmthof the brandy rise up from his stomach. The scream came again,followed by a low sob. Exasperated, the Lord of the Acoma shoutedover the noise, 'Play something lively and loud.'The musicians struck up a march tune. Buntokapi emptied thebrandy. Irritated as Mara's cries cut through the music, he tossedaway the cup and motioned for the jug. He set the jug to his lips andtook a large gulp.

His head began to swim. The screams seemed to come at him likea swarming foe, unwilling to be blocked by a shield. Buntokapidrank until his senses grew muddled. A happy glow suffused his
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vision and he sat with a stupid smile on his face until the waterbegan to cool. The master still showed no signs of arising, andworried servants scurried to heat more water.

 

More brandy was brought, and after a time Buntokapi, Lord ofthe Acoma, could barely hear the music, let alone the unrelentingscreams of his tiny wife as she struggled to bear his child.

In time, dawn silvered the screens to his chamber. Exhausted from asleepless night, Nacoya slid open the study door and peeked in. HerLord lay back sleeping in the cool water of the tub, his great mouthopen and snoring. An empty jug of brandy rolled on the floor belowhis flaccid hand. Three musicians slept over their instruments, andthe bath servants stood like battle-beaten soldiers, the towelshanging crumpled from their hands. Nacoya snapped the screenshut, disgust on her wrinkled face. How grateful she was that LordSezu was not alive to know that the successor to his title, Buntokapi,Lord of the Acoma, lay in such condition when his wife hadlaboured long to bear him a healthy son and heir.
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A shout rang out.

'Mara!'

Buntokapi's anger rent the morning quiet like the challenge of aneedra bull. Mara winced. She glanced instinctively at the crib nearher side. Little Ayaki still slept, undisturbed by his father's bellow.His eyes were tightly closed, and his stocky limbs half tangled in hiscovers. After two months of Buntokapi's roars, the infant couldsleep through a thunderstorm. Mara sighed. The boy was hisfather's son, thick of body and with a big head that had made hismother wish for death when he had been born. The difficult labourhad drained Mara in a way she would not have thought possiblebefore. While but eighteen years of age, she felt like an old woman,tired all the time. And the first sight of her son had saddened her. Shehad secretly hoped for a lithe, handsome child, such as her brotherLano must have been as a baby. Instead Buntokapi had given her ared-faced, round-headed little brute, with a visage wrinkled like atiny old man's. From the first moment he filled his lungs with air, hehad a shout to rival his father's; already he affected the same scowl.Still, as Ayaki lay asleep, Mara could not feel other than love forhim. He is my son as well, she thought, and the blood of hisgrandfather is in him. The traits he has inherited from his Anasatiheritage will be trained out of him and those from the Acoma will benurtured. He will not be like his father.

'Mara!' Buntokapi's irritable shout sounded very near at hand,and the next instant the screen to the boy's nursery slammed back.'Here you are, woman. I've been all over the house looking for you.'Buntokapi entered with a frown like a storm cloud.Mara bowed with serenity, only too glad to lay her embroideryaside. 'I have been with our son,, husband.'
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Buntokapi's expression eased. He went to the crib where the boylay, restless now from his father's loud entrance. Buntokapi reacheddown, and for a moment Mara feared he would ruffle the boy'sblack hair, as he did his hounds'. But instead his meaty hand gentlystraightened the cover that lay twisted between the tiny legs. Thegesture caused Mara an instant's affection towards Buntokapi, butshe banished such sentiment at once. Though he wore the Acomamantle, Buntokapi was a son of the Anasati, a house second only tothe Minwanabi in despite for things Acoma. This Mara knew in herheart. And soon the time would come for change.Exaggerating her whisper - Ayaki was a sound sleeper - she said,'What do you desire, husband?'

'I must go to Sulan-Qu ... ah, on business.' Buntokapi straightened from the crib with studied lack of enthusiasm. 'I will not bereturning this night, and perhaps tomorrow as well.'Mara bowed in acquiescence, not missing the haste in herhusband's tread as he departed through the screen. She needed noincongruities to guess that there was no business for her husband toconduct in Sulan-Qu. During the past two months his interest inbusiness had waned, until it bordered on open neglect.As Jican resumed control of the Acoma management, he kept hisLady well informed. Buntokapi still played hob with Keyoke'sadministration of the warriors: which men were assigned and towhat post. Having barely reached the point where she couldinfluence a few small household matters, Mara could do nothingabout that, at least not yet.

She stared at her embroidery in distaste, glad that in Buntokapi'sabsence she need not keep that up for the sake of appearances. Moreand more she needed time to think and plan for the future. Herhusband's suspicious nature had partially played into her hands.Aware in his plodding way that Mara's talent for commerceovershadowed his, Buntokapi had confined himself to seeing thathis wife did not gain control of his household. Never did he realizethat she had managed the garrison as adroitly before their marriage.As a result, he never thought to question other strange practicesaround the estate, such as Papewaio's wearing a black headcloth.And despite his interests in warcraft, Buntokapi never becamefamiliar with the men. Their heritage held no interest for him;otherwise he would have discovered that grey warriors had come to
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wear Acoma green. Certainly he lacked the imagination to embracesuch changes in tradition, Mara thought, then caught herself,sharply. Even in thoughts she must not be careless. Too often he hadshown he was more than a simple warrior.

Still, the man had no subtlety. Hearing his booming laugh in themustering yard as he gathered the warriors for his escort, Marawondered what prompted his clumsy effort at subversion. Boredommight be taking him to Sulan-Qu in the heat of high noon, to bathewith other soldiers and exchange stories, and perhaps to wrestle orgamble ... or to sport with a woman of the Reed Life.Buntokapi had returned to Mara's bed soon after childbirth, butnow that the Acoma had a living heir, she had no reason to play thedutiful wife. Buntokapi's clutching, slobbering embrace revoltedher, and she had lain still, sharing none of his passion. The first nighthe seemed not to notice, but on the second he became angry. Thethird night he complained bitterly of her lack of enthusiasm and thefourth night he beat her, then slept with one of her maids. Since thenshe had met his advances with no response at all, and at the last hehad fallen to ignoring her.

But now Buntokapi set off for the city for the third time in tendays, and Mara was intrigued about the reason. She called Misa toopen the screen, and the moment her husband's litter and his smallescort of warriors jogged smartly down the lane to the ImperialHighway, she sent her runner for Nacoya.

The old woman answered her summons tardily, but there seemedno lack of respect in her bow. 'My mistress requires?''What takes our Lord Bunto into the city so much of late?' askedMara. 'What gossip do the servants tell?'

Nacoya glanced significantly at Misa, who awaited her mistress'swishes by the screen. Warned that the nurse's answer might be bestnot shared with servants, Mara sent her maid to fetch the noonmeal. As Misa hurried off, Nacoya sighed. 'As you would expect.Your husband has taken an apartment in the city so he may visit awoman.'

Mara sat back. 'Good. We must encourage him to stay in the cityas much as possible.'

Nacoya brightened with curiosity. 'Daughter of my heart, I knowsome things have passed, never to be regained, but I am still the onlymother you have known. Will you not tell me what you are planning?'
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Mara was tempted. But her scheme to regain control of her house

bordered on treason to her Lord. Although Nacoya had alreadydeduced Mara's intent to dispose of Buntokapi, the plan was toorisky to confide. 'That is all, old mother,' Mara said firmly.I The nurse hesitated, then nodded, bowed, and departed, leavingMara staring at the baby, who had begun to stir in his crib. ButAyaki's well-being was far from her thoughts. That her Lord had awoman in the city might provide exactly the opportunity Mararequired. Hoping the gods were looking after her at long last, shehad begun to ponder the options of this new development whenAyaki's healthy wail spoiled thought. Mara lifted the fussy baby toher breast and winced as the little boy bit hard upon her nipple.'Ow!' she said in surprise. 'You are your father's son, no doubt.'The baby quieted as he began to suck, and Misa returned with atray. Mara ate the food without interest, her mind busy with a planmore risky than anything her old nurse might have guessed. Thestakes were high. One misjudgment, and she would lose all chanceof regaining the title of Ruling Lady; indeed, if she failed, the sacredhonour of her ancestors might be shamed past hope of expiation.

r

 

Mara poured a cup of chocha and sat back upon her heels as Gijan,son of Lord Detsu of the Kamaiota, nodded politely. His gestureconcealed biting impatience, but even his critical nature could notfault the young wife's hospitality. She had seen him comfortable inthe finest cushions, brought him refreshment, and sent immediateword to her husband that an old friend had arrived unexpectedlyand was waiting to greet him.

Gijan lounged back, admiring the rings on his hands. His nailswere clean to the point of fussiness and his jewellery ostentatious,but the rest of his dress showed restraint. 'And where might LordBuntokapi be?'

'On some matter of business in the city, I expect.' Mara displayednone of the pique a young, pretty wife might feel at a husband'sabsence. Aware that Buntokapi's guest held her under closestscrutiny, she fluttered one hand offhandedly. 'You know thesethings are beyond me, Gijan, though I must say he spends a greatdeal of time away from home.'

Gijan's eyes narrowed, his self-absorbed admiration of his jadenow an obvious act. Mara sipped her chocha, certain now that this
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guest had come to spy for the Anasati. No doubt Lord Tecumawished information on how his third son fared as Lord of theAcoma. He had sent a handsome messenger, perhaps hoping thecontrast to Buntokapi would entice a young wife to speak freely.After the barest interval the young noble said, 'Is that rascalneglecting his affairs, then?'

'Oh no, Gijan.'To avoid giving her father-in-law an excuse to pryfurther into Acoma affairs, Mara qualified expansively. 'If anything,Lord Buntokapi is too rigorous in his attention to details. Hespends long hours at his desk.'

Lord Gijan's polished faqade broke before incredulity. 'Bunto?'Aware he might have betrayed his appraisal of the new Lord of theAcoma, he closed his gaping mouth and added, 'Of course. Buntowas always a diligent fellow.'

Mara smothered a smile. Both of them lied outrageously, andeach knew it; but a guest might not question the word of a hostwithout raising the thorniest implications of honour.With the topic of Buntokapi's management effectively closed, themorning wore on in polite conversation. Mara sent for thyza breadand fish, which slowed Gijan's effort at interrogation until at lasther runner returned from town. Stripped to his loincloth, andbreathless from the road, he dropped to his knees before Mara.'Mistress, I bring word from the Lord of the Acoma.'Pleasantly Mara said, 'What does my husband wish?'The slave had barely washed his feet clean of dust beforepresenting himself; gasping still from his journey, he said, 'My LordBuntokapi says he is most apologetic for being absent when his dearfriend Gijan of the Kamaiota calls. He is presently unable to returnto the estate and wishes for Gijan to join him in Sulan-Qu.'Gij an nodded to the exhausted slave boy. 'Tell my servant to havemy litter prepared.' Then he smiled at Mara. 'If my Lady has noobjection?' Mara returned the smile, as if his presumption inordering her runner was only another right of a man in the presenceof a mere wife. How different it had been when she had been RulingLady. And things would be different again, soon; this she vowed asshe ordered her maid to remove the food tray. Then, all lightnessand grace, she saw Gijan to the door of the estate house.While waiting in the hallway for the visitor's escort to assemble,she dismissed her runner and inwardly acknowledged relief. She
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had feared that Buntokapi might be returning. Though the journeyto the city from the estates took two hours on foot, a messagerunner could make it there and back in half that time. By litter,Gijan would not reach Sulan-Qu until nearly sundown. No doubtGijan also loved gambling, so Buntokapi would hardly subject hisboyhood friend to a return trip after dark. Dice and cards andbetting would keep them both in the city for the night, which was asmall blessing from the gods. Already Mara had begun to treasurehis absence, but this was a freedom she dared not love too much lestimpatience prove her downfall.

Gijan bowed formally in farewell. 'I shall give your husbandcompliments on your hospitality when I greet him, Lady Mara.' Hesmiled at her, suddenly charming, and Mara realized this youngman was wondering if she was another neglected woman ready fora romance.

Formal and distant, she showed him briskly to the screen. She didnot need to waste time fending off the advances of amorous youngersons. What Bunto had shown her of lovemaking had convinced hershe needed little from men. If ever she came to desire the company ofa lover, he would be nothing like this silly, vain nobleman who tookhis leave to join Bunto in a night of gambling, wine, and prostitutes.As the litter departed, Mara heard a loud wail from the nursery.'Men,' she muttered under her breath, and hurried to attend herson. The boy needed changing. Preoccupied, Mara gave him over toNacoya, who had not lost her knack for dealing with infants. As theold woman began a game with the child involving his fingers andtoes, Mara considered what Buntokapi's reaction to Gijan's visitwould likely be.

 

The following afternoon, it seemed she had read his mind. Wearinghis wrestling cloth, and gleaming still with the oil and sweat of hisexercise, Buntokapi scratched the mat of hair on his chest. 'Whensomeone calls and I am in the city, do not waste so much timesending messages, wife. Simply send them along to my town house.'Mara bounced Ayaki one more time on her knee, her eyebrowsraised in inquiry. 'Town house?'

As if the matter were of small account Buntokapi answered over

his son's shriek of pleasure, 'I have moved to larger quarters inSulan-Qu.' He gave no reason, but Mara knew he had established
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the apartment to meet with his mistress, a woman named Teani. Asfar back as Mara could remember, Lord Sezu had never felt the needto take a town house. Though the practice was common enoughamong other lords whose estates were remotely located, no matterhow late business kept Sezu in the city he always returned home tosleep under the same roof as his family. If Mara was generous in herassessment, Buntokapi was barely more than a boy, only two yearsolder than she, and with none of her level-headed nature. While shehad sat next to her brother, hearing the lessons on governance herfather gave, Bunto had been a neglected, lonely boy who had spenttime off by himself brooding, or in the rough company of soldiers.Her own coldness did not upset him but encouraged a return to hisformer habits of finding the pleasures he understood. Still, Marahad not selected this husband because she wanted someone strongmindedand resolute, like her father. Now her plans demanded thatshe encourage his self-indulgent, bad-tempered nature, though thecourse would be dangerous in the extreme.

Ayaki gave a last, deafening squeal and grabbed her beads. Pryinghis grip from her throat, Mara pretended indifference to herhusband's indulgence. 'Whatever my Lord requires.'Bunto returned one of his rare smiles, and ducking a swipe ofAyaki's tiny fist, Mara wondered briefly on the mistress, Teani.What sort of woman would infatuate a brute like her husband? ButBuntokapi's pleased expression vanished as, with faultless timing,jican appeared with a dozen scrolls in hand. 'My Lord, by the graceof the gods, you are back fortuitously. I have some papers dealingwith matters of your distant holdings that need your immediateapproval.'

With a beleaguered cry, Bunto said, 'Fortuitous! I must return tothe city tonight.' He stalked from Mara's presence without so muchas a good-bye, but his wife seemed not to care. Her eyes were fixedon the rosy face of her son as, drooling, he tried with fierceconcentration to stuff her amber beads in his mouth. 'Yourappetites might kill you one day,' she warned mildly; but whethershe referred to her husband or his offspring only the gods mightguess. After rescuing her jewellery, Mara smiled. The mistress,Teani, had wrapped another twist into the fabric of ideas evolvedsince the day the grey warriors had sworn service. The hour had
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come to begin Buntokapi's education on what it really took toconduct the business of the Acoma.

 

Alone in the cool shadow of the nursery, Mara consulted the wax

tally started in secret during the last month. No one would interrupther. Nacoya was out with Ayaki, and the slave who changed thecovers in the crib could not read. Reflectively Mara chewed the endof her stylus. Each day Buntokapi visited his town house, she hadsent at least one servant or jican with some minor document to sign.From their dozens of reports, she had patiently pieced together thefact that her husband lived a very patterned existence. When inSulan-Qu, Buntokapi arose at midmorning, but never later than thethird hour after sunrise. He would then walk to a public trainingarena where mercenary guards and warriors whose masters werestaying in the city gathered to practise at arms. Buntokapi preferredwrestling and archery to sword work, but with a diligence that hadsurprised Gijan he now practised all three. His technique with theblade improved steadily, but he still chose the company of commonsoldiers over that of the other lords who occasionally availedthemselves of the facilities. Midday saw him bathed and changedand on the way to his town house; for about two hours thereafter heremained receptive to any work sent from the estates by Mara. Hismistress, Teani, was rarely out of bed before mid-afternoon, and histolerance for business fled the instant she awoke. With a charm thateven the oldest messenger had described with admiration, shewould lure Buntokapi to her bed until barely enough time remainedto rise and dress for dinner. Then the couple would attend thetheatre to see comedies, the taverns to listen to minstrels, or thegambling houses, though Teani had no wealth except what came toher as gifts. She derived a perverse pleasure from encouraging herparamour to bet, and if he lost, rumour held that her eyes sparkledall the more brightly. Mara frowned. Many servants had beencursed and cuffed to glean this information - the last runner to carrya document to Lord Buntokapi had been severely beaten - but inthis matter a slave boy was of little consequence. Worse might comeif the man she had married continued to wear the Lord's mantle.An enraged yell from Ayaki echoed down the corridor beyond thescreen, followed by Nacoya's chiding voice. If the child had soiledhimself, the nursery would shortly become the site of a minor
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commotion. Ayaki battled like a young harulth whenever anyonetried to change him. Sighing with indulgence mixed with exasperation,Mara concealed the wax slate beneath an old parchment mapand resumed her study of the Empire. The border lines and theestates on this rendition were slightly out of date, having beendrawn up when she was a little girl. But the dyes were still bright andmost of the holdings of the major Lords of the Empire were clearlymarked. Since Buntokapi detested everything to do with words onpaper, he would never miss this one document from his study. Theonly use he had for a map was to find which lands were open forhunting.

As Ayaki's wails drew nearer, Mara noticed an interesting fact atthe outset: the Lord of the Zalteca, a minor neighbour who had avery prosperous trade in pottery, used a strip of land between hisown estates and the Imperial Highway that appeared to be theproperty of the Lord of the Kano, who lived far to the east near thecity of Ontoset. Mara found this indefinably amusing. If otherfamilies exercised such usurpation of property rights, that knowledgemight later prove useful. She would ask Arakasi about it whenhe returned, and that thought sparked realization: only a weekremained before she and Buntokapi celebrated their first weddinganniversary. The Spy Master might return to the estate at anymoment.

Apprehension gripped Mara, even as Nacoya entered with Ayakiscreaming in her arms. 'Your son would make a fine substitute for aguli,' said the old woman, referring to the hairy, troll-like creaturesof children's tales; they scared their victims to death with hideousscreams.

Mara only nodded. Wondering whether her mistress had gonedeaf, Nacoya called the slave away from freshening the crib to helpmanage the Acoma heir, who yelled until his face was red, and madeeveryone's ears sore. Eventually Mara arose. She bent over her babyand jingled her beads to amuse him. As Ayaki's wails changed tolaughter in another of his mercurial shifts of mood, her thoughtscontinued.

Somehow she must prevent Arakasi from coming underBuntokapi's control. Her bull of a husband would only waste thatinformation network or, worse, make it available for his father'suse, which would place far too dangerous a power in the hands of
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the Lord of the Anasati. Necessity made Mara bold. She must

prepare for Arakasi's arrival with no further delay, so that hisloyalty should remain hers alone. Inwardly reviewing her husband'sschedule of activities, Mara spoke briskly to the slave who labouredover the kicking, naked legs of her son. 'Call for jican.'Nacoya raised her eyebrows. 'To the nursery?' she said, startled,but her mistress ignored the liberty.

'The matter will not wait.' Without further fuss, Mara relievedthe slave of the damp cloths and began to cleanse her infant's soiledbottom.

jican arrived, any puzzlement he felt well concealed. He boweddeeply as his mistress tied a clean loincloth around her son. 'Havewe some documents that would be appropriate for my Lordhusband's review?'

Barely able to contain his distaste at the mention of the Lord ofthe Acoma, jican said, 'My Lady, there are always documents thatare appropriate for the Lord of the house to review.' He bowed,shamed at how close to insult his words came in their implicationthat Buntokapi neglected his responsibilities. Mara sensed herhadonra's discomfort as she lifted Ayaki onto her shoulder.In a tone sweet as red-bee honey, she said, 'Then I think it wouldbe fitting to send a scribe to my husband's town house at three hoursafter noon.'

Jican stifled open curiosity. 'If you think that is wise, mistress,then it shall be done.'

Mara dismissed him and saw that Nacoya, too, regarded her witha shrewd glint in her eyes. 'You are deaf, mother of my heart,' theLady of the Acoma said softly. 'And business matters are neverconducted in the nursery.'

The nurse bowed promptly, guessing something of her mistress'sintentions; but the full extent of those plans would have terrified theold woman beyond measure. As I am terrified, Mara thought, andsilently wondered whether the Goddess of Wisdom would hear theprayers of a wife who knowingly provoked a husband alreadyrenowned for his bad temper.

 

Buntokapi raised his head from rumpled, sweat-damp pillows. Thescreens were drawn closed, but even the decorations painted inscarlet, maroon, and ochre could not entirely block out the
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afternoon sun in the garden beyond. A golden glow suffused thechamber, lending warm highlights to tangled sheets and to thesleeping form of his mistress, Teani. The Lord of the Acomaregarded the rounded length of her thigh, his thick lips bent into asmile. This was a woman, he thought. Naked, she took his breathaway, as Mara's slenderness never had. He had felt passion for hiswife when he had first wed; but having tasted the delights of Teani'stalents, he now realized that his feelings for Mara arose from desireto dominate the daughter of a great family - and to rectify his ownlimited experience with women prior to becoming a Lord. Once hehad a son, he had tried to do a husband's duty, but Mara lay like acorpse, and what man could stay interested in a woman who offeredno sport?

Mara's strange intellectual passions, her love of poetry, and herfascination with the cho-ja Queen's hive grave Buntokapi a generalheadache. His mistress was another matter. In silent appreciation,he studied Teani's long legs. A fold in the sheets hid her hips andback, but masses of red-gold hair, rare in the Empire, tumbled downshoulders like fine porcelain. Teani's face was turned away, butBuntokapi imagined her perfection: the full, sensuous mouth thatcould tease him until he was crazy, and the straight nose, highcheekbones, and eyes almost amber in colour that broughtadmiring stares from every man when she clung to his arm. Herpowers of attraction lent force to the manhood of Buntokapi, andjust watching her slow breathing aroused him. With a leer hepressed a hand beneath the sheets to seek her firm, round breast.Someone chose that instant to knock at the door.Buntokapi's questing fingers balled into a fist. 'Who is it!' Hisirritable bellow caused Teani to half spin, half sit up, in sleepydisarray.

'Huh?' she said, blinking. A toss of her head dislodged a river ofloosened hair and the light shone warm on her breasts. Buntokapilicked his lips.

A servant's muffled voice called from beyond the screen. 'Master,a messenger from your hadonra brings documents for you to see.)Buntokapi considered rising for a moment, but Teani leveredherself up on her elbows, and her nipples jutted across his line ofsight. The ache in his groin intensified. His movement changed to ahalf-roll that placed his head between those inviting pillows of flesh.
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...e sheets fell away. He ran tickling fingers down Teani's exposedstomach and she giggled. That decided Buntokapi. Surrendering tolust, he shouted, 'Tell him to come back tomorrow!'The servant hesitated from the other side of the screen door.Timidly he said, 'Master, you've told him to come back three days

in a row now.'

Shifting expertly under his hands, Teani whispered in Buntokapi's ear and then nipped at the lobe. 'Tell him to come back in themorning!' shouted Buntokapi. Then he remembered he had towrestle a Strike Leader of the Tuscalora in the morning. 'No, tellhim to come at noon and bring his documents then. Now leave me!'Buntokapi waited, stiff with annoyance, until he heard theservant hurry away. Sighing at the tremendous responsibilities ofhis office, he decided he was entitled to his pleasures; otherwise thework load would grind him to a nub. As the ultimate favourite of hispleasures had begun to bite his shoulder, he thought it time to bediverted. With a half laugh, half grunt, the Lord of the Acomapulled his concubine to him.

 

Late the following morning, Buntokapi marched through the streetsof Sulan-Qu, feeling full of himself. He had easily defeated theTuscalora Strike Leader and had won a fair amount of money aswell, thirty centuries, which, while trivial to him now that he wasRuling Lord, still was a nice amount to have clinking in one's purse.Accompanied by his escort, two young Acoma guards who sharedhis passion for wrestling, he left the congestion of the main streetsand rounded the corner to his town house. His mood darkened atonce, for his hadonra sat on the stoop, the two servants with himburdened with leather carriers stuffed to capacity with parchments.Dust arose in small puffs as Buntokapi stamped to a stop. 'Whatnow, jican?'

The little hadonra scrambled to his feet and bowed with adeference that somehow always annoyed. 'You instructed mymessenger to see you at noon, Lord. As I had other business in town,I thought I would personally bring these papers here.'Buntokapi sucked air through his teeth and recalled somewhatbelatedly the words he had uttered through the screen in the courseof his afternoon frolic with Teani. He scowled at his patienthadonra, then waved to the slaves who carried the sheaves ofdocuments. 'Very well, bring them inside.'
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Soon the writing tables, two food trays, and nearly everyavailable area of flooring were tiered with stacks of parchments.Buntokapi laboured through page after page until his eyes stungfrom squinting at tiny columns of figures, or lists and lists ofinventory. His leg developed a cramp, which he kneaded with hisknuckles. The cushions compressed and grew damp with his ownsweat, and finally his foot went to sleep. Exasperated, Buntokapiheaved himself to his feet and noticed the sunlight had traversed thelength of the garden. The afternoon had almost fled.Indefatigable, jican handed him another document. Buntokapiforced watering eyes to focus. 'What is this?''As it says, Lord.' jican tapped gently on the title script with onefinger.

'Estimates on needra droppings?' Buntokapi jabbed the paperangrily in the air. 'By all the gods of heaven, what foolishness isthis!'

jican remained unfazed by his Lord's wrath. 'No foolishness,master. Each season we must estimate the weight of the dung, tojudge whether we have a shortage of fertilizer for the thyza paddiesand need to import, or excess to sell to the farm broker.'Buntokapi scratched his head. just then the screen leading to thebedchamber slid open. Teani stood in the doorway, inadequatelywrapped in a robe sewn with scarlet birds of passion. The tips of herbreasts pressed clearly through the cloth, and her hair tumbledsensuously over a shoulder artfully left bare. 'Bunto, how muchlonger are you going to be? Should I dress for the theatre?'The open seduction in her smile left a staring jican scarlet to theroots of his hair. Teani blew him a teasing kiss, more in sarcasmthan fun; and frustration pricked Buntokapi to jealous rage. 'Nolonger!'he roared to his hadonra. 'Take this list of needra dung, andyour tallies of hides ruined by mould and mildew, and the estimateson repairing the aqueduct to the upper meadows, and reports listingdamages from the warehouse fire in Yankora, and give every one ofthem to my wife. Henceforth you will not,come here unless I callyou. Is that dear?'

jican's flush drained to a yellowed, trembling pallor. 'Yes,master, but -'

'There are no buts!' Buntokapi chopped the air with his hand.'These matters can be discussed with my wife. When I ask you, give
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me a summation of what you have been doing. From now on, if anyAcoma servant appears here with a document without my havingasked to read it, I'll have his head over the door! Is thatunderstood?'

The list of needra dung estimates pressed protectively to his chest,

jican bowed very low. 'Yes, master. All matters of the Acoma are tobe given over to the Lady Mara and reports prepared at yourrequest. No servant is to bring a document to your attention unlessyou ask for it.'

Buntokapi blinked, as if unsure that this was exactly what heintended. Exploiting his confusion, Teani picked that moment toopen the front of her robe and fan cool air across her body. She worenothing underneath. In the sweet rush of blood to his groin,Buntokapi lost all interest in clarifying his point. With an impatientwave of his hand he dismissed jican, then trod across crackling pilesof parchments to sweep his mistress into his arms.jican gathered the creased tallies with near-frantic haste. Still, asthe couple in the doorway retired into the shadows of thebedchamber, he saw his parchments stacked straight and thecarrying cases neatly tied before he turned their heavy burden overto his servants. As he walked out through the main door of the townhouse, where an escort of Acoma soldiers waited to accompany himhome, he heard Buntokapi laugh. To the long-suffering servants itwas unclear who, at that moment, was the happier man.

The estate settled sleepily into the routines of midsummer. Themaids no longer sported bruises in the mornings; Keyoke'ssubordinates lost their harried look; and jican's whistling as hereturned from the needra meadows to take up his pens andparchment once again became a reliable way to tell time. Awarethat this calm was an illusion, the temporary result of her husband'slong absences, Mara fought the tendency to grow complacent.Though the arrangement was fortunate, the courtesan Teani couldnot be depended upon to divert Buntokapi indefinitely. Other stepsmust be taken, each more dangerous than the last. On her way toher chambers, Mara heard a squeal of baby laughter.She smiled indulgently to herself. Ayaki was growing like a weed,strong and quick to smile now that he had begun to sit up. Hekicked his stumpy legs as if impatient to be walking, and Mara
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wondered whether, when that time came, old Nacoya would be upto handling him. Mentally she made note to find the nurse a youngerassistant, so that the boisterous child would not try her ancientbones too much. That thought in mind, Mara entered the doors toher chamber, then froze, her foot raised between one step and thenext. Motionless in the shadow sat a man, his dusty, ragged tunicdyed with the symbols of a mendicant priest of the order ofSularmina, Shield of the Weak. But how he had eluded Keyoke'sdefences, and the comings and goings of the servants, to gain theprivacy of her quarters, was utterly confounding. Mara drew breathto shout an alarm.

The priest forestalled her as, in a voice undeniably familiar, hesaid, 'Greetings, mistress. I have no wish to disturb your peace.Should I leave?'

'Arakasi!' The rapid beat of Mara's heart slowed, and she smiled.'Stay, please, and welcome back. Your appearance, as always,surprised me. Have the gods favoured your endeavours?'The Spy Master stretched, taking the liberty to unwind the cordsthat secured his head covering. As the cloth slid into his lap, hesmiled back. 'I was successful, Lady. The entire network has beenrevived, and I have much information to convey to your husband.'Mara blinked. Her joy deflated, and her hands tightened at hersides. 'My husband?'

Reading the small signs of tension in her stance, Arakasi spokecarefully. 'Yes. News of your wedding and the birth of your sonreached me in my travels. I will swear fealty to the Acoma natami, if

your agreement with me is honourable. Then I must reveal all to myLord of the Acoma.'

Mara had anticipated this. Despite her planning on the matter,the reality of Arakasi's loyalties caused a prickle of deepestapprehension. All her hopes might come to nothing. If her husbanddid not blunder like a needra bull through the subtleties of the Gameof the Council, and see the Acoma set upon by intrigue and powerhungryLords whose secrets had been indiscreetly used, he mightturn the Spy Master's talents over to his father. Then her enemiesthe Anasati would become strong enough that no family couldstand safely against them. Mara tried desperately to act as if the ' matter were casual. Now that the time was upon her, the stakesseemed frighteningly high.
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She glanced quickly at the cho-ja clock on the writing desk andsaw the time was still early, only three hours since dawn. Her mind

spun in calculation. 'I think you should rest,' she said to Arakasi.'Take the time until noon to relax and bathe, and after the noonmeal I will attend the ceremony to swear your fealty to the Acomanatami. Then you must go to Sulan-Qu and introduce yourself tomy Lord Buntokapi.'

Arakasi regarded her shrewdly, his fingers creasing the priest'smantle over and over in his lap.

'You may dine with me here,' Mara added, and she smiled in thesweet way he remembered.

Marriage, then, had changed nothing of her spirit. Arakasi roseand bowed in a manner utterly at odds with his dress. 'Your will,Lady.'And on silent feet he departed for the baths and the barracks.Events developed swiftly after that. Seated on cushions in thebreeze from the screen, Arakasi sipped the hot tea, made fromfragrant herbs and fruit tree blooms. Enjoying the quickness ofMara's wit, he talked of the state of the Empire. The Thuril war thathad ended years before had caused a loss of prestige for the Warlordand his War Party. The Blue Wheel Party and the Party for Progresshad combined to almost force a change in imperial policy, untildiscovery of the alien world of Midkemia, populated by barbariansand rich with metals beyond the dreams of the maddest poet. Scoutshad found metal lying about, obviously fashioned by intelligentbeings, then discarded, wealth enough to keep an estate running fora year. Few reports followed, for the Warlord's campaign againstthese barbarians had strangled all outgoing information. Since thedeath of her father and brother, Mara had lost all track of the warsbeyond the rift. Of late, only those who served the new Alliance forWar knew what was taking place in the barbarian world - orshared in the spoils.

Arakasi's well-placed agents had access to such secrets. The warprogressed well for the Warlord, and even the most reluctantmembers of the Blue Wheel Party had now joined in the invasion ofMidkemia. Animated as he rarely was in his disguises, Arakasi gavea general outline to Mara, but he seemed reluctant to discuss detailswith anyone but the Lord of the Acoma.

Mara for her part showed him nothing but the dutiful wife, untilthe tea was drunk to the dregs and even Arakasi's large appetite
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seemed satisfied. Her glance at the wall clock seemed casual enoughas she said, 'The day passes. Shall we swear you to our service, thatyou may go to my husband in Sulan-Qu?'

Arakasi bowed and rose, his sharp eyes not missing the slighttremble in Mara's voice. He studied her eyes, reassured by the lookof resolve in their dark depths. The incident with the cho-ja queenshad instilled in him a deep respect for this woman. She had won histrust, and for that he stepped forward to swear his loyalty and hishonour to an unknown Lord.

The ceremony was simple, and brief, the only oddity being thatArakasi swore on behalf of his agents also. Mara found it strange toconsider the Acoma had loyal retainers whose names were unknownto her, yet who might willingly give their lives for the honourof a master and mistress they had never met. The greatness ofArakasi's gift, and the fear that his sacrifice and his labours might bewasted, threatened to bring tears to her eyes. Briskly Mara turned tothe practical.

'Arakasi, when you visit my husband ... go in the guise of aservant. Tell him you are there to discuss the shipment of the needrahides to be sold to the tentmakers in jamar. He will then know if it issafe to talk. There are servants in the town house new to our service,so my Lord may be cautious. He will instruct you about what youshall do.'

Arakasi bowed and left her side. As the light slanted goldenacross the lane leading to the Imperial Highway, Mara bit her lip inearnest hope. If she had timed things right, Arakasi's arrival shouldcoincide with the height of Buntokapi's passion in the arms ofTeani. Very likely the Spy Master would find a reception fardifferent from anything he expected - unless her husband was in anutterly uncharacteristic mood of tolerance. Worried, excited, andfrightened at the frail odds that supported her hopes, Mara put offthe poet she had called in to read. Instead she spent the afternoon inthe ironclad disciplines of meditation, for the beauty of his wordswould be wasted in her present frame of mind.

Hours passed. The needra were driven in from their day pastures,and the shatra flew, heralding the approach of night. As the chiefassistant gardener lit the lamps in the dooryard, Arakasi returned,dustier than he had been that morning, and visibly footsore. Heentered Mara's presence as the maids laid out cushions for her

Snare

 

23I

 

comfort. Even in the unlit gloom of the chamber, the large red weltupon his cheek showed plainly. Silent, Mira dismissed her maids.She sent her runner after cold food, and a basin and cloth for lightwashing. Then she bade the Spy Master sit.

The tap of the runner's sandals diminished down the hall. Alone

with his mistress, Arakasi bowed formally. 'My Lady, your Lordlistened to my coded greeting, then erupted into a fury. He struckme and bellowed that any business I had was to be directed to jicanand you.' Mara endured his penetrating gaze without expression.She seemed coiled, waiting, and after an interval Arakasi continued.'There was a woman there, and he seemed ... preoccupied. In anyevent, your husband is a superb - actor. Or he wasn't acting at all.'Mara's expression remained innocent. 'Many of the duties of thishousehold my husband has given over to me. After all, I was RulingLady before he came here.'

Arakasi was not fooled. ' "When the Game of the Council entersthe home, the wise servant does not play," ' he quoted. 'In honour, Imust do exactly as my Lord bids, and I will assume things are as theyseem until proven otherwise.' His stare turned cold then, even in theveiling of shadow of dusk. 'But I am loyal to the Acoma. My heart iswith you, Mara of the Acoma, because you gave me colours towear, but I am duty-bound to obey my lawful Lord. I will not betrayhim.'

'You say only what a loyal servant would be honour-bound tosay, Arakasi. I expected no less.'Mara smiled, unexpectedly pleasedby her Spy Master's warning.

husband's wishes?'

The slave arrived with the food tray. Gratefully choosing ajigabird pastry, Arakasi answered. 'In truth, I would have, if Ihadn't seen the woman he was. . . speaking with when I appeared.''What do you mean?' Mara waited, impatient, while he chewedand swallowed.

'Teani. I know her.' Arakasi qualified with no change in tone,'She is an agent of the Lord of the Minwanabi.'Mara felt a stab of cold pass through her. Still enough thatArakasi noticed her distress, she spoke after a long moment. 'Saynothing of this to anyone.'

'I hear, mistress.' Arakasi snatched the interval to eat in earnest.His travels had left him gaunt, and he had crossed many leagues

'Do you have any doubts about my
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since dawn. Guilty because he also bore the painful marks ofBuntokapi's wrath, Mara allowed him to finish his meal beforeasking for his full report.

After that, excitement made her forget his tiredness. As Arakasiunfolded the intrigue and the complexities of Empire politics inspare words, and a sprinkling of amusing anecdotes, she listenedwith shining eye. For this she had been born! As the evening grewold and the moon rose beyond the screen, pictures and patternsbegan to form in her mind. She interrupted with questions of herown, and the quickness of her deductions made Arakasi visibly shedhis weariness. At last he had a mistress who appreciated the nuancesof his work; henceforward her enthusiasm would sharpen his skills.As the men in his network saw the Acoma rise in power, their partwould engender a pride they had never known under the Lord of theTuscai.

Slaves came to tend the lamps. As new light spilled across theplanes of the Spy Master's face, Mara noticed the changes inArakasi's manner. What a treasure this man was, his talents anhonour to House Acoma. Mara listened to his information longinto the night, torn inside by a frustration even his sharp perceptiondid not discern. Now, at long last, she had the tools she needed toenter the game and find a way to earn her father and brothervengeance against the Minwanabi. But no move could be made, andno bit of information acted upon, with Buntokapi in place as Lordof the Acoma. When at last Arakasi departed, Mara sat with eyesfixed sightlessly on the stripped bones of jigabirds scattered uponthe food tray. She brooded, and did not sleep until dawn.

The guests arrived late the next morning. Red-eyed from lack ofsleep, Mara regarded the seven litters that wended their waytowards the estate house. The colours of the escort's armour wereknown to her, and not a cause for joy. With a sigh of resignation,Mara bade her maid bring her a proper robe for the greeting ofguests. That these were an intrusion to ruin a fine morning matterednot at all. The honour and hospitality of the Acoma must bemaintained. When the first litter reached the dooryard, Mara waswaiting to meet its occupant, three maids accompanying her.Nacoya came from another door and joined her lady as the firstguest rose from his cushions.
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Mara bowed formally. 'My Lord Chipaka, what an honour.'The wizened old man blinked weak eyes and attempted toidentify who spoke. Since he was also hard of hearing, Mara'swords had escaped him as well. Edging closer to the young girlstanding nearest, he squinted and bellowed, 'I am Lord Chipaka of

the jandawaio. My wife and my mother and my daughters havecome to visit your master and mistress, girl.'He had mistaken Mara for a servant. Barely able to contain heramusement, the Lady of the Acoma ignored the slight. Speakingdirectly into the elder's ear, she said, 'I am Mara, wife of LordBuntokapi, my Lord. To what do we owe this honour?'But the old man had shifted his attention to the frail and ancientwoman, looking to be near a hundred, who was being assisted asdelicately as a jewelled egg from the most ostentatious of the litters.Mara dispatched her maids to help, as a gesture of respect, for thebearers were filthy with dust from the road. The old womanreturned no thanks. Wizened and beaked like a featherless bird, shesimply squatted between the two servants who supported her.Three other women emerged from other litters behind, each ayounger replica of her grandmother, but equally waspish in thecalm of midmorning; they indulged in the most faddish of fashions.Gathering around the ancient woman, they at once began anattering chatter. Mara reined in her distaste, for already thisinvasion of her home had become an exercise in tolerance.The old man shuffled closer, smiling and patting her rump. Marahopped forward, blinking in shock and disgust. But the old manseemed oblivious to her discomfort. 'I was unable to attend yourmistress's wedding, girl. My estates near Yankora are far indeed,and Mother was ill.' He waved at the frail woman, who now staredblankly into space, while her granddaughters steadily cursed theinept handling of the servants who supported the ancient crone.Into this clutch of hen jigahens hobbled the woman from the lastlitter. She was gowned in embroidered sharsao cloth, and behindthe affected fluttering of her fan she sported a face of the samevintage as Lord Chipaka's. Mara decided she must be the Lady ofthe Jandawaio.

The old man plucked insistently at the sleeve of the Lady of theAcoma. 'Since we happened to be passing north on our way to theHoly City, we had our barge put in at Sulan-Qu, and came to call
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upon your Lord ... ah yes, that's his name. I'm an old friend of hisfather's, you know.' The old man winked knowingly at Mara. 'Mywife's a sound sleeper, don't you know. Come by later tonight, girl.'He attempted to pat Mara's arm in what was intended to be aseductive manner, but his hand was so palsied, he missed her wrist.A wicked gleam lit Mara's eyes. Though the Lord was tastelesslylascivious, and his breath stank of rotting teeth, she barelysmothered her delight. 'You wish to see the Lord of the Acoma?Then, my Lord, I am afraid you must return to the city, for my LordBuntokapi is now in residence at his town house.'The old man blinked, blank-faced. Obligingly Mara repeated hermessage at a shout.

'Oh. Why certainly. His town house.'The old man leered again atMara. Then he bobbed his head briskly and waved to his retinue.The women, still chattering, remained oblivious as their slavesgathered by the litters. The bearers who had been carrying the tinyold woman did an abrupt about-turn and headed their confused-lookingcharge back towards her cushions. Over her mumble ofcomplaint the old man cried, 'Go on. Go on now, Mother, we mustgo back to the city.'

The girls and their mother, uniformly plain and loud, protestedbitterly at the idea of returning to their litters. They simpered anddelayed, hoping to cadge an invitation for refreshments from theLady of the Acoma, but the deaf Lord Chipaka paid no heed to theirnoise. As he seemed in haste to descend upon Lord Buntokapi,Mara decided not to impede his departure. When the matriarch andher brood were safely buttoned into their litters, she graciouslyoffered a messenger slave to guide the way to the town house, thatthe courtesy visit to her Lord suffer no more unnecessary delays.The Lord of the Jandawaio waved absently and shuffled to thelitter he shared with his mother. One hand upon the curtains, hepaused and said, 'And tell your mistress I am sorry to have missedher, girl.'

Shaking her head slightly, Mara said, 'I will, my Lord.'The slaves bent, muscles shining with sweat as they hefted thelitter poles. As the procession traipsed back down the lane, Nacoyasaid, 'My Lady, Lord Bunto will be furious.'

Mara watched the departing retinue with sharp calculation. If theancient matriarch of the jandawaio resented the jostling of anything
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but a slow walk, Buntokapi's visitors would arrive within an hour

after he had returned to Teani's bed. Fervently Mara murmured, 'Icertainly hope so, Nacoya.'

She returned to her quarters, where her maps and documentsawaited further study. Nacoya stared after her in astonishment,wondering what possible motive would justify the young mistress'sinviting the wrath of that brute she had married.

Three days later, ignoring the presence of Nacoya and the otherservants, Buntokapi stamped into Mara's quarters unannounced.At the sight of his dusty sandals, Mara winced reflexively. But thispair was for walking only, lacking the studs used in battle or on thepractice ground. 'You should never have allowed that old fool andhis clutch of jigahens to come to my town house,' the Lord of theAcoma opened. The timbre of his voice caused the maids to shrinkin the corners.

Mara lowered her eyes, as much to hide her amusement atBuntokapi's calling the Lord of the jandawaio's women barnyardfowl as from any contrition. 'Is my husband displeased?'Buntokapi lowered himself to the mat before her with a sigh ofaggravation. 'Woman, that old fool was a friend of my grandfather's. He's damn near senile! Half the time he thinks my father ishis old boyhood pal, and that I am Tecuma of the Anasati. And hismother is worse, a near corpse he drags along wherever he goes.Gods, wife, she must be close to a century of years. And all she doesis stare, drool, and mess the mats upon which she's sitting. AndLord Chipaka talks to her all the time; all of them talk to her, thewife, the daughters, even the servants! She never answers, but theythink she does!' His voice rose as his recounting of the visit inflamedhis temper. 'Now, I want to know which brainless serving girl sentthem along to my town house! All Chipaka could remember wasshe had large breasts!'

Mara stifled a smile, barely. The nearsighted Lord Chipaka mightperhaps have thought Mara's breasts large, since his nose hadhovered within inches of her chest as he spoke to her. Puzzled by hiswife's blush, and the suspicion that she laughed at him, Buntokapishouted until he shook the timbers of the doorframes. 'And hegroped my ... servant girl. Right before my eyes he reached out andhe ... pinched her!'
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Too angry to contain himself, Buntokapi leaped to his feet. Heshook his fists in the air, ranting himself into a sweat. 'And theystayed for two days! For two days I had to give my quarters to thatold fool and his wife. My ... servant girl, Teani, had to takequarters in a hostelry nearby. The old lecher wouldn't keep hishands off her.'

Mara sat up then and deliberately provoked him. 'Oh, Bunto,you should have let him bed the girl. She's only a servant, and if theold Lord was still capable after all these years, at least the diversionwould have kept him occupied.'

Buntokapi's colour deepened. 'Not in my town house! If I canfind that stupid cow who sent jandawaio to me in Sulan-Qu, I'llpersonally strip the skin from her back.'

Mara's reply sounded meek in contrast to her husband's bellow.'Bunto, you said, should anyone come to call, send them along toyou at your town house, not keep them waiting here. I'm sure jicaninformed all the servants and that any of them would have done the

same.'

Buntokapi paused in his pacing, one foot half-raised like a shatrabird's. The pose would have been funny were he not so coiled forviolence. 'Well, I made a mistake. From now onward, send no oneto my town house without my prior consent!'

His thunderous shout roused Ayaki, who stirred in his pillows.Apparently preoccupied, Mara turned towards her baby. 'No one?'The interruption of his son inflamed Buntokapi still further. Hestormed about the room, his fist waving in the air. 'No one! If amember of the High Council calls, they can wait!'The baby began to wail. Mara's brow knitted slightly as she said,'But of course you don't mean your father?'

'Send that child off with a servant!' Buntokapi raged. He gesturedfuriously at Misa, who ran to take the infant from Mara's arms.Buntokapi kicked a pillow hard, sending it sailing into the fish poolin the garden beyond the screen. Then he resumed as if nointerruption had occurred. 'My father thinks I am stupid, and thatI'll do whatever he asks. He can go piss in the river! The Acoma arenot his to command!' Buntokapi paused, his face dark purple.'No, Idon't want him soiling my fish. Tell him to go downstream off mylands, then he can piss in the river!'
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Mara hid her hands in the fabric of her robe. 'But surely if theWarlord -'

Buntokapi cut her off. 'If the Warlord himself arrives here, do notsend even him along to my town house! Is that understood!' Mararegarded her husband in shocked amazement. Bunto's rage

redoubled. After being repressed for two days with the Lord of thejandawaio, his tantrum was impressive. 'Even Almecho can damnwell wait upon my pleasure. If he does not wish to wait here, he cansit in the needra pens, if he prefers. And if I don't get back the day hearrives, he can sleep in needra shit, for all I care, and you can tell himI said so.'

Mara pressed her forehead to the floor, almost in the bow of aslave. 'Yes, my Lord.'

The obeisance forestalled her husband, who longed to strike outwith his fists now that his anger had found a focus. 'And anotherthing. All these messages you keep sending. I want them stopped. Icome home enough to oversee the running of my holdings. I do notneed servants disturbing me throughout the day. Is that understood?'

He bent swiftly, snatching his wife upright by the collar. Shereplied stiffly, her breathing hampered by his knuckles. 'You do notwish to be disturbed, and all messages are to stop.''Yes!' Bunto shouted into her face. 'When I am resting in town, Ido not wish to be disturbed for any reason. If you send a servant tome, I will kill him before he can tell me what you say. Is thatunderstood?' He shook her slightly.

'Yes, my Lord.' Mara struggled feebly, her slippers all but liftedclear of the floor. 'But there is this one matter here -'Buntokapi pushed her roughly backward, and she tumbled intothe cushions. 'Enough! I will hear nothing more.'Mara raised herself valiantly. 'But, husband -'Bunto lashed out with one foot, catching the hem of Mara'sgown. Cloth ripped, and she cowered, her hands protecting herface. He shouted, 'I said enough! I will not listen to another word!Have jican take care of any business. I am returning to townimmediately. Do not disturb me for anything!' With a last kick inMara's direction, he spun and stalked from her quarters. As hisfootsteps faded, distantly Ayaki could be heard crying.After the barest of prudent intervals, Nacoya rushed to her
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mistress's side. Helping her upright, and shaking with fright, shesaid, 'Mistress, you said nothing to your husband about themessage from his father.'

Mara rubbed the reddening bruise on her thigh. 'You saw,Nacoya. My Lord husband granted me no chance to relay hisfather's message.'

Nacoya sat back on her heels. Grimly she nodded. 'Yes, that istrue, my Lady. My Lord Buntokapi did indeed not give you theopportunity to speak.'

Mara straightened her torn robe, her eyes fixed significantly onthe ornamented scroll that had arrived that morning, announcingthe impending arrival of her father-in-law and his most augusttravelling companion, Almecho, the Warlord of Tsuranuanni.Then, her bruises forgotten beside the enormity of her husband'scommands, she smiled.
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The servants hurried.

As anxious as the rest of the household staff in the face of thecoming visit, Nacoya sought her mistress through hallwayscrowded with last-minute activity. Artists blotted brushes afterrefurbishing the screens, and slaves trooped to and from thekitchens with foods and drink especially imported to please thetastes of guests. Nacoya wove through the confusion, muttering.Her bones were too old to take kindly to haste. She dodged a bearercarrying an immense load of cushions and finally found her mistressin her private gardens. Mara sat beneath a j6 fruit tree, her sonasleep in a basket by her side, and her hands at rest in the fabric of ablanket she had been sewing with embroidered animals for Ayaki.By the work still left to be done, Nacoya judged the Lady had notminded her needlework for most of the afternoon. Not for the firsttime, the old nurse wondered what the girl might be planning; andas had become her habit since Buntokapi's assumption of thelordship, she bowed without asking.

'You bring word of our guests?' Mara stated softly.'Yes, mistress.' Nacoya looked closely, but found no sign ofnervousness in the young girl who reclined on the cushions. Herhair was brushed to a polished black sheen, tied neatly back, andpinned with jewels. Her dress was rich but not ostentatious, and theeyes she raised to Nacoya were shadowed obsidian, impossible toread.

The old nurse resumed with asperity. 'The Anasati retinue hasreached the borders of Acoma lands. Your runner reports fourlitters, two dozen body servants, and two full companies ofwarriors, one under the Anasati banner, the other Imperial Whites.

Six are officers worthy of private accommodations.'

240

 

Daughter of the Empire

 

Mara folded the half-completed blanket with fussy care and laidit aside. 'I trust that jican has arranged everything?'Nacoya gestured acquiescence. 'He is a fine hadonra, Lady. Heloves his work and requires little supervision, a thing my Lordwould do well to appreciate, since he is so often absorbed with hisaffairs in town.'

But Mara did not respond to the prompt. Instead of sharing, theLady of the Acoma excused her closest confidante. Then sheclapped briskly for her maidservant and asked that Ayaki bereturned to the care of his day nurse. Another servant fetched thejewelled overrobe that was proper attire for greeting guests of HighCouncil rank. Mara stood through the arranging and fastening, herface a secretive mask. By the time she was readied to meet theWarlord, Lord Almecho, and Tecuma, Lord of the Anasati, sheseemed a girl in the trappings of a great Lady; except that her eyesstayed hard as flint.

Keyoke, jican, and Nacoya were on hand to greet the entourageupon arrival. Keyoke wore ceremonial armour, decorated withfluted scrollwork entirely unsuitable for battle, but handsome in theextreme. His formal trappings were completed by a plumed helmand tasselled sword, and Papewaio, his adjutant, stood in armour assplendid. Every man in the garrison not on sentry duty was properlyturned out to greet the guests, and the green lacquer of their armourshone in the late sunlight. To a man they held themselves proudly asthe first of the Imperial Guard marched between fence rows newlypainted and gardens planted afresh for the occasion. The litters inthe centre of the cortege approached the house, and Mara joined theheads of her household. She had watched state visitors arrive at herfather's household since she was a small child, and the routine wasfamiliar; but never before had her palms sweated through theformalities.

The dooryard echoed with the tramp of feet as the first companyof warriors marched in; the Warlord's Imperial Whites led, since hiswas the senior rank. Keyoke stepped forward and bowed to theplumed officer in command. Then, with Mara's leave, he directedthe guest officers to quarters. An elite cadre of bodyguardsremained behind to attend upon their master. With a dry feeling inher mouth, Mara noticed that Lord Almecho retained six soldiers,the full complement to which his rank entitled him. Clearer than
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words, the Warlord showed that his arrival was no honour to theAcoma but a favour to his ally the Anasati lord, Tecuma. With aslight motion of her hand, Mara signalled Papewaio to remain; his

presence in ceremonial armour would return the impression thatshe acknowledged no weakness before those of superior rank; theAcoma would bear no slight.

'Mistress,' murmured Nacoya so that no other could hear,&please, in the name of the gods, go cautiously; boldness is adangerous choice for a lady in the absence of her Ruling Lord.''I'll remember,' whispered Mara, though her face showed no signshe had heard the warning at all.

Then the other litters arrived, sparkling with precious metal. TheWarlord's bearers bore tasselled sashes, darkened with sweat anddust from the road. His servants wore beaded livery, and all werematched in height and colouring. Next came the scarlet and yellowof the Anasati standard, behind which marched Tecuma's honourguard; his servants also were decked out in costly array, for theLord of the Anasati, like many Tsurani, sought to outshine hisbetters with ostentatious displays of wealth.

Mara considered the metal ornaments that tinkled and flashed onthe Anasati palanquin; if his slaves slipped and dropped the lot inthe river, her father-in-law's showy accoutrements would sink himlike a stone, she thought with grim amusement. But her faceremained impassive as her guests entered the dooryard, and theshade muted the splendour of jewelled trappings and red-and-yellow-lacquered trim.

The bearers set the litters down and stepped smartly aside, whilebody servants rushed to draw the curtains and help their masters torise. Poised between her retainers, Mara observed the proper interval,allowing time for her guests to gain their feet, adjusting their clothingand dignity, before greeting her. Since the Warlord was a stocky man,and his attire included robes set about with sashes with elaboratebattle decorations, his servants were kept occupied for a long minute.Mara glimpsed the Lord of the Anasati craning his neck to see aroundthe confusion; and the absence of Buntokapi was met with an irritablefrown before protocol smoothed over his expression. Behind the fanTecuma fluttered before his chin, Mara guessed that he whisperedfuriously to his first Adviser, Chumaka. The hollow feeling in the pit ofher stomach intensified.
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'Mistress, pay attention!' snapped Nacoya under her breath.Mara looked away from her late father's enemy and saw thatKaleska, the Warlord's First Adviser, had stepped forward to bowbefore her.
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She bowed in return. 'Welcome to the house of the Acoma.' TheWarlord stepped up behind him, surrounded by his soldiers andservants. Mechanically Mara recited the traditional greeting: 'Areyou well?' She went on, wishing joy and comfort to her guests; butas she exchanged courtesies, she sensed the puzzlement of LordAlmecho, who also had noticed the absence of the Lord of theAcoma. Mara gestured for servants to open the doors to the estatehouse. The Warlord exchanged glances with the Anasati lord; then,as if echoing his master's disquiet, the Anasati First Adviser,Chumaka, plucked nervously at his clothing.

Mara bowed again and stepped back, permitting her guests to fileinto the comfort of her house. She stood meekly as they passed,except when Lord Tecuma whispered a furious query concerningBuntokapi's whereabouts. With calculated timing, she raised herwrist to adjust the brooch that pinned her robe; the jingle of her jadebracelets effectively foiled his question. And as the Warlord'sbooming voice demanded cold drinks from a waiting servant, notime could be snatched to ask again without causing notice.Looking hot, Tecuma followed his travelling companion into thewide hall. There Mara arranged for musicians to play while trays ofsliced fruit were provided for the refreshment of her guests.Once inside, Nacoya snagged Kaleska and Chumaka in aninvolved conversation concerning the state of disrepair in certain ofthe roads throughout the Empire, most notably those that causeddifficulty for Acoma trading. Mara made a show of making certainher servants fussed over the Warlord's comfort, and then managedartfully to appeal to the man's vanity so that he would explain theorigin of each decoration upon his sash. Since many had been wonin battle by his ancestors, and the newest had been wrested awayfrom a barbarian lord during a raid beyond the rift, the recountingtook no small amount of time.

Reddened light fell through the screens. Finished with his firstgoblet of wine, Tecuma fumed in silence. The absence of his sonclearly embarrassed him, for the purpose of his visit was to have hisgrandson presented, a ritual tradition appointed to the Lord of the
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house. Tecuma knew as well as Mara that the Warlord's conversationwas merely a gracious way to buy time, postponing commenton Buntokapi's absence, perhaps to spare an important ally theshame of making excuses. Almecho needed the support of theImperial Party in his Alliance for War, and anything that couldcause difficulty between his interests and the Anasati's was to bepolitically avoided. Each minute that passed placed the Anasatimore in the Warlord's debt for such kindness, as Chumaka was alsoaware. He masked irritation by eating, unmindful that the fruit hadbeen soaked in fine spirits and the servants had replenished the trayof fruit by his elbow three times in an hour.

The Warlord's recitation lagged by sunset. Smiling, deliveringcompliments glib enough to make a fish blush, Mara clapped herhands. Servants rushed in and opened the screens, in time to displaythe splendour of the shatra birds' flight at the end of the day. Theirclear, fluting calls temporarily defeated conversation, and when atlast the phenomenon came to an end, more servants arrived toescort the guests to an elaborate ceremonial dinner. By now Mara'shospitality was plainly a desperate, stopgap diversion.'Where is my son?' Tecuma demanded through clenched teeth.His lips assumed a frozen smile as the Warlord glanced his way.Mara winked, as if to a conspirator. 'The main dish isBuntokapi's personal favourite, but it sours if it stands too long.The cooks have been at work all day for your pleasure, and thejigabirds and the needra are spiced with rare sauces. My mostgraceful maid, Merali, will show you your seat. She will bring abasin, if you need to wash.'

Sweating, and infuriated by what he saw as girlish prattle, theLord of the Anasati permitted himself to be ushered in to dinner. Henoticed, with narrowed eyes, that the Warlord showed signs ofrestlessness; at that point he was glad Mara had gone to the troubleof bringing in priests to bless the repast, and that her musiciansplayed very well, if too loudly for protocol.

He barely tasted what had been touted as Buntokapi's favouritedish. When Chumaka snatched time to query how long he intendedto be led on by such nonsense, he nearly choked on his meat. Maraset down her knife and signalled Nacoya, who in turn nodded to aservant in the doorway. The musicians struck up a wildly arythmicmelody, and female dancers dressed in little but beads and gauzewhirled into the space between the tables.
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That their performance was brilliantly provocative could donothing to hide the fact that Buntokapi of the Acoma was nowherein evidence, though his father and the most august personage in theHigh Council presently bided their time at his dinner table.Lord Tecuma seized the moment when the dancers spun aboutand finished their finale. He heaved himself to his feet, almoststepping on his hems in haste, and bellowed over the last notes ofmusic, 'My Lady Mara, where is your husband, Buntokapi?'The musicians stopped their strings, but for one laggard vielle,which scraped an abandoned solo before its owner stilled his bow.Silence fell, and all eyes turned to Mara, who stared in turn at thedainties which her cooks had laboured to prepare, but which sheobviously had barely tasted. She said nothing; and the Warlord setdown his spoon with a clink.

A hairsbreadth shy of discourtesy, she met her father-in-law'seyes. 'My Lord, forgive us both. I will explain everything, but suchwords will go more graciously after the servants have broughtwine.'

'No!' Almecho spread heavy hands before him upon the table.'Lady, this has gone on long enough! Your dinner is exquisitelyprepared and your dancers are talented, but we who visit yourhouse will not be treated as buffoons. You must send for your Lordand let him explain himself.'

Mara's expression revealed nothing, but she turned dramaticallypale. Nacoya seemed openly shaken, and the Lord of the Anasatifelt sweat spring beneath his collar. 'Well, girl? Send for my son,that my grandson may be presented!'

Mara's reply was phrased with perfect deference. 'Father of myhusband, forgive me, but I cannot do as you ask. Let my servantsbring wine, and in time my husband will explain himself.'The Warlord turned a dark expression on Mara. At first he hadtreated the delay in Buntokapi's appearance as something of a joke,indulging an old ally. But as the day had passed, the waiting and theheat had plainly worn away what patience he possessed. NowTecuma of the Anasati dared not take the girl's suggestion withoutsevere loss of face, for clearly her efforts suggested something wasamiss. To swallow her excuses would indicate weakness, a serioussetback before the pre-eminent member of the Imperial Council. IfBuntokapi was drunk, even to incapacity, that shame would be less
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than the one incurred should he slight his father and his guests byhiding the fact behind his wife.

Tecuma said, in deadly even tones, 'We are waiting.'Overtly nervous, but still ingenuous, Mara answered, 'Yes, fatherof my husband, that is true.'

 

The silence that followed was ponderous.

The musicians set down their instruments, and the dancers filedfrom the room. When it became painfully evident that the Lady ofthe Acoma intended no explanation, the Anasati lord was forcedonce more to intervene.

As if he had to bite down to control his urge to shout, Tecumademanded, 'What do you mean, that is true?'

Mara's discomfort intensified. Without meeting the eyes of herfather-in-law, she said, 'My husband wished for you to wait forhim.'

The Warlord set down the after-dinner sweet he had beennibbling and looked confused, the result of the odd dialogue and thewine. 'Buntokapi wished us to wait for him? Then he knew hewould be late in greeting us?' Almecho sighed, as if a great weighthad been lifted from him. 'Then he sent word he would be late andyou were to entertain us until he arrived, is that it?''Not exactly, my Lord,' said Mara, her colour rising.Tecuma leaned forward. 'What exactly, then, did he say, Mara?'Like a gazen held pinned by a serpent, Mara began to tremble.'His exact words, father of my husband?'

Tecuma thumped his hands upon the table, and the plates alljumped with a clink. 'Exactly!'

Belatedly alerted to his master's tension, Chumaka sat blinkinglike a night bird caught in bright light. Even inebriated, he sensedsomething amiss. His instincts came to the fore. Levering himselfforward, he attempted to reach for his master's sleeve. Themanoeuvre overbalanced him; he caught himself short of a fall withan undignified whoosh of breath. 'My Lord -'

Tecuma's eyes remained locked upon his daughter-in-law.The image of nervous innocence, Mara said, 'My Lord husbandsaid, "If the Warlord arrives, he can damn well wait upon mypleasure." '

Chumaka sank his fist to the wrist in embroidered pillows, frozenin the act of reaching for Tecuma's dangling sleeve. Helpless now to
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intervene, he watched Tecuma's face drain slowly of colour.Chumaka looked across a room that held no movement, andthrough the delicate steam rising from a dozen rare dishes heregarded the reaction of Almecho.

The Warlord of all Tsuranuanni sat motionless, his still featuresdeepening to red. All his inclination towards tolerance vanished ashis eyes became burning coals of barely managed rage, and his replycut like sharpened flint. 'What else did my Lord of the Acoma say ofme?'

Mara gestured helplessly, and directed a desperate glance atNacoya. 'My Lords, I ... I dare not speak. I beg that you wait formy husband, and let him answer for himself.' Straight, small, andpathetically fragile in her formal robes, the girl seemed lost in thecushions she sat upon. Hers was an image to evoke pity; except thatthe Game of the Council allowed none. As a maid with a basinhurried to her side to dab her forehead with a damp towel, theWarlord glared at Tecuma of the Anasati.

'Ask her the whereabouts of your son, Lord, for I require amessenger sent at once to summon him into our presence. If heintends insult, let him speak in my presence.'Mara dismissed her maid. She rallied with the formality of aTsurani warrior facing a death sentence, though such control taxedher visibly. 'My Lord, Buntokapi is in his town house in Sulan-Qu,but no messenger may go there, by his explicit command. He vowedto kill the next servant sent to trouble him.'The Warlord heaved to his feet. 'The Lord of the Acoma is inSulan-Qu? While we wait upon his pleasure? And what, will youtell us, does he expect us to do in the meantime? Speak, Lady, andleave nothing out!'

Tecuma rose also, a serpent ready to strike. 'What nonsense isthis? Surely my son ... not even Bunto could be so rude.'The Warlord silenced him with a gesture. 'Let the Lady of theAcoma speak for her husband.'

Mara bowed. Her eyes seemed too bright, the delicate shades ofher makeup harsh against her pallor. With stiff ceremony, sheformed a triangle with her thumbs and fingers, the ancient gesturewhich signified that honour must be compromised by the commandof a superior. All present in the room knew that her news wouldbring shame. The priests who had blessed the repast silently arose
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and departed. The musicians and servants filed out after them, andsoon the chamber held only the guests, their advisers, and theWarlord's honour guard. Papewaio stood immobile as a temple

icon behind the Lady of the Acoma's shoulder, and Nacoya, equallystill, waited by her side. Quietly Mara said, 'My tongue will notcompromise the honour of this house. My First Adviser was presentwhen Buntokapi delivered his orders. She will answer for him, andfor me.' She waved weakly towards Nacoya.

The old woman arose, then bowed with extreme respect.Servants had helped her dress for this occasion, and for the first timeMara could recall, the pins that held her white hair were set straight.But the incongruous humour of that observation fled as the oldnurse spoke. 'My Lords, by my oath and honour, what the Ladysays is true. The Lord of the Acoma did say those words as sherepeated them.'

Out of patience with delays, even ones of courtesy, the Warlordof Tsuranuanni focused his irritation upon Nacoya. 'I demand oncemore: what else did the Lord of the Acoma say?'Nacoya stared blankly ahead and answered in a voice that stayedlow and flat. 'My Lord Buntokapi said, "If he," meaning yourself,Lord Almecho, "does not wish to wait here, he can sit in the needrapens, if he prefers. And if I don't get back the day he arrives, he cansleep in needra shit, for all I care." '

The Warlord paused as if carved from stone, the sheer force of hisfury rendering him without volition. A long, torturous minutepassed before he spoke to Tecuma. 'Your son chooses a swiftdestruction.' Light trembled in the jewels on Almecho's collar andhis voice rumbled with menace. His tone rose to a shout as theenormity of his rage took flight. Like a scarlet-banded killwingclimbing high before swooping to impale its prey, he whirled to facethe father of the man who had insulted him. 'Your young upstartbegs to beget a legacy of ashes. I will call upon clan honour. TheOaxatucan will march and grind Acoma bones into the very groundthey walk upon. Then we shall salt the earth of their ancestors sothat nothing shall grow upon Acoma soil for the length of thememory of man!'

Tecuma stared woodenly at the spread of congealing delicacies..The shatra crest painted upon the dishes seemed to mock him byrepetition, for Buntokapi's rash words, which he himself had forced
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the wife to repeat, had swept politics aside in an instant; nowmatters of honour lay at stake. Of all things, this unwritten code ofTsurani civilization could prove the most dangerous.Should Almecho call the Oaxatucan, his family, to battle on amatter of honour, all other families of the Omechan Clan would bebound to support that assault, just as all members of the HadamaClan were honour-bound to answer any call the Acoma made. Thissworn duty to give aid was the primary reason open declarations ofwar were avoided; most conflicts were conducted and resolvedwithin the framework of the Game of the Council. For as no otherdisruption could, open warfare between clans brought chaos to theEmpire - and stability within the Empire was the first duty of theGreat Ones. To begin a clan war was to invite the wrath of theAssembly of Magicians. Tecuma shut his eyes. The smell of meatsand sauces made him feel ill; in vain he reviewed the list ofpermissible responses, while Chumaka fumed helplessly by his side.Both of them knew Tecuma's options were nonexistent. Almechowas one of the few Lords in the Empire with both the power and theintemperate nature to touch off an open clan war. And by the moresof tradition, Tecuma and the other families of the Hospodar Clanwould be forced to stand aside and impartially observe the bloodywarfare; his own son and grandson would be obliterated and hewould be helpless to intercede.

The wine sauces in the dishes suddenly seemed symbolic of thebloodshed that might soon be visited upon the house of the Acoma.For the sake of a son and his infant son, war must not be permittedto happen. Mastering his urge to shout, Tecuma spoke calmly. 'MyLord Almecho, remember the Alliance. Open clan warfare meansan end to your conquest on the barbarian world.' He paused to givethat concept time to register, then seized upon the next availableexpedient to divert the Warlord's wrath: the senior Subcommanderof the Warlord's invasion force upon the barbarian world wasnephew to the Lord of the Minwanabi, and should there be need toelect a new Warlord in the High Council, jingu of the Minwanabi'sclaim upon the succession would be strengthened, since theinvasion army was already under his family's command. 'TheMinwanabi especially would be pleased to see another upon thewhite and gold throne,' he reminded.

Almecho's colour remained high, but his eyes lost their madness.
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'Minwanabi!' he nearly spat. 'To keep that dung eater in his place, I

would endure much. But I will have your son grovel for myforgiveness, Tecuma. I shall have him belly down and crawling

through needra soil to beg at my feet for mercy.'Tecuma closed his eyes as if his head ached. Whatever had causedBunto to utter such a destructive instruction was thoughtlessness

and not any overt attempt to bring ruination upon himself and hisfamily. Aching with shame and tension, he turned to Mara, whohad not moved since the moment Lord Almecho had uttered histhreats against her house. 'Mara, I do not care what ordersBuntokapi left concerning the sending of messengers. Send for yourlitter and bearers, and tell your husband that his father demands hisattendance here.'

Night was falling behind the screens, but no servants dared enterto light lamps. In the half-dark of twilight, Mara stirred anddirected a look of open appeal at her father-in-law. Then, as if thegesture exhausted her, she nodded to Nacoya. The old woman said,'My Lord Tecuma, my master Buntokapi expressed himself uponthat possibility as well.'

Tecuma felt his heart sink. 'What did he say?'Nacoya complied without drama. 'My Lord of the Acoma saidthat should you come and wish to see him, we were to tell you to gopiss in the river, but away from Acoma lands so that you don't soilhis fish.'

There was a moment of utter silence; astonishment, anger, andnaked shock moulded Tecuma's thin features. Then the stillness

was rent by the Warlord's explosive laughter. 'Don't soil the fish!Hay I like that.' Looking hard at the Anasati lord, Almecho said,'Tecuma, your son has insulted his own father. I think my need forsatisfaction will be answered. There is only one possible atonementfor Buntokapi.'

Tecuma nodded stiffly, grateful that the deepening shadows hidhis grief. By insulting his own father in public, Buntokapi hadforever denied himself honour. Either he must expiate his shame bytaking his own life, or Tecuma must renounce all blood ties andprove his loyalty was ended by destroying the disinherited son andall his family and retainers. What had begun as a political strugglebetween Tecuma of the Anasati and Sezu of the Acoma, resolved bySezu's death, might now become a generational blood feud, one to

r !

 

250 % Daughter of the Empire

 

match that which already existed between the Minwanabi and theAcoma. To separate the honour of the father from the transgressionsof the son, the Lord of the Anasati would be obliged to killnot only Buntokapi, but the newborn Acoma heir, the grandson hehad never seen, as well. The thought set him utterly at a loss forspeech.

Aware of Tecuma's dilemma, Almecho spoke softly in the rapidlyfalling darkness. 'Either way, you lose your son. Better he takes thehonourable path and chooses to die at his own hand. I will forgivehis insults if he does, and will seek no further vengeance upon yourAcoma grandson. I would not see our alliance further strained,Tecuma.'No words remained to be said. Turning his back on Mara,Nacoya, and the Lord of the Anasati, the Warlord signalled to hishonour guard. The six white-clad soldiers snapped to attention,then wheeled and escorted their lord out of the great diningchamber.

Stunned to immobility, Tecuma did not immediately react. Hestared unseeing at his half-eaten meal. It was Chumaka who brisklytook charge, sending a summons to the barracks to ready hiswarriors to march. Slaves fetched the Anasati litter, and lanternswithin the courtyard splashed the screens with brightness. Tecumastirred at last. His jaw was hard and his eyes bleak as he looked tothe Lady of the Acoma. 'I go to Sulan-Qu, wife of my son. And forthe sake of the grandson I have not seen, may the gods favourBuntokapi with courage in proportion to his foolishness.'He departed with a pride that hurt to watch. As he vanished intothe shadows of the hall, Mara's exhilaration evaporated before adeep chill of fear. She had set a clever trap; now the jaws wouldclose in whatever manner the gods decreed. Thinking of Bunto, bynow half-drunk and laughing on his way to his evening's amusementsin the gambling halls with Teani, Mara shivered and calledfor servants and light.

Nacoya's face seemed ancient in the new light of the lamps. 'Youplay the Game of the Council for high stakes, my Lady.'This once,shedid not chide her charge for taking foolish risks, for Buntokapihad been no favourite among the Acoma retainers. The nurse wasTsurani enough to relish the discomfort of an enemy, though herown plight might be dire as a result.

Mara herself felt no triumph. Shaken, worn thin with the stress of
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month after month of manipulation, she relied on Papewaio's stolidpresence to steady her inner turmoil. 'Have the servants clear awaythis mess,' she said, as if the ceremonial plates and dishes had been

brought out for an ordinary meal. Then, as if impelled by primalinstinct, she half ran to Ayaki's chambers to see that the boy sleptsafely on his mat. Sitting in the gloom by her baby, she saw in theshadowed features of her son the echo of the father, and for all thecauses Buntokapi had given her to hate, still she could not escape adeep, brooding melancholy.

 

Mara waited in Buntokapi's quarters, passing a restless night in thechamber which once had been Lord Sezu's, but which now reflectedthe tastes and preferences of one who, by marriage to his daughter,had succeeded him. Now the continuance of the Acoma relied uponthis man's honour; for if Buntokapi remained true to the oath hehad sworn upon the Acoma natami, he would choose death by thesword and spare his house from retribution. Yet if the loyalty of hisheart remained with the Anasati, or if cowardice drove him fromhonour to mean-spirited vengeance, he might choose war and carryMara and his infant son to ruin along with him. Then would thenatami fall into the hands of Almecho, and the Acoma name beobliterated in shame.

Mara rolled restlessly on her side and tossed tangled sheets aside.Grey light glimmered through the screens, and although the needraherders had not yet stirred to drive the herds to meadow, daybreakwas not far off. Without waiting for the assistance of her maids, Mararose and slipped on a day robe. She lifted Ayaki from his basket and,shushing his sleepy wail, hastened alone into the corridor.A large shadow moved, almost under her feet. Mara started back,her arms tight around her infant; then she recognized the worn,wrapped leather that covered the hilt of Papewaio's sword. He musthave spent the night seated outside her chambers.'Why are you not in the barracks, with Keyoke)' Marademanded, relief sharpening her tone.

Papewaio bowed without offence. 'Keyoke suggested I stay byyour door, Lady. Rumours had reached the barracks, throughservants who overheard the Warlord's honour guard speakingamong themselves. The anger of the mighty is never to be takenlightly, and I accept the wisdom of such advice.'

I

 

252 Daughter of the Empire

 

Mara began a heated reply, but recalled the assassin and stoppedherself. Upon second consideration, she realized that Keyoke andPapewaio were trying to warn her, without breaking loyalty. Earlyon, they had recognized the possibility that Buntokapi might returnhome in a rage during the night. Had he done so, anger might havedriven him to violence against her, a shameful act but not out of thequestion for a man who was quick-tempered, and young, andaccustomed to wrestling and working out daily with arms. If suchhappened, and a warrior dared intercede between his mistress andhis sworn Lord, Papewaio's life would instantly have been forfeit,all of his honour surrendered at a stroke. Yet Pape wielded a fastsword, and his memory of events in the marriage hut had not faded;at the least move against Mara, the Lord Buntokapi would havedied between breaths. And no dishonour to the servant who haddone the deed could reverse the grip of the Red God.Mara smiled through her strain. 'You've earned the black ragonce already, Pape. But if you choose to tempt the wrath of the godsa second time, I will be in the contemplation glade throughout theday. Send my Lord there if he arrives home and does not arm theAcoma garrison for war.'

Papewaio bowed, inwardly pleased by his mistress's tacit acceptanceof his guard. He shifted his post to the arched entry of thecontemplation glade and remained there as dawn gave way tosunrise and morning brightened over the rich holdings of theAcoma.

 

The noon heat came and went in sultry stillness, much as it alwayshad. The sacred pool reflected a stone-bordered square of cloudlesssky and the trailing foliage of nearby shrubbery. Ayaki slept in hisbasket beneath the tree by the Acoma natami, unaware of thedangers that hedged his young life. Unable to match his ignorantpeace, Mara meditated and paced by turns. Even her templediscipline could not dispel recurrent thoughts of Buntokapi, inwhose hands lay the fate of all things Acoma. Since he was bornAnasati but sworn to uphold the honour of ancestors who had beenenemies of his father, there was no knowing where his true loyaltylay. Through Mara's own machinations, his affections had beengiven over to his concubine, Teani; and Keyoke, Nacoya, and jicanall detested him for his excesses. The estate house had been his
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demesne and his dwelling, but his town house in Sulan-Qu was hishome. Biting her lip, Mara stopped by the natami, where not eventwo years past she had sworn over stewardship of her father's name.She had then laid an intricate snare, whose bindings were that oathand the Tsurani concept of honour. These were fragile foundations

upon which to base hope; for all his shortcomings, Buntokapi wasno fool.

The shadows swelled, and slanted, and the Ii birds began to singin the slightly cooler air of afternoon. Mara sat by the sacred pooland fingered a flower plucked from a nearby shrub. The petals werepale, delicate in the extreme; like her, they could be bruised andcrushed with a clench of the hand. The servants might believe shehad retired to the sacred glade to pray for deliverance from theshame brought upon her house by her husband. In fact, she hadgone there to escape the fear in their eyes, for if the Lord of theAcoma chose war, their fates also hung in the balance. Some mightdie fighting, and they would be the fortunate ones. Others mightlose all honour by hanging, and many would become slaves; a fewmight turn to the hills as outlaws and grey warriors. If the natamiwere stolen, all would know the gods' disfavour.The shadows lengthened, and the flower wilted in Mara's hand,poisoned by the salt of her own nervous sweat. Ayaki wakened inhis basket. At first content to bat his fat hands at the insects thatflitted to feed on the blossoms above his head, he later grew fussy.The time for his midday meal had long passed. Mara tossed thedead flower away and arose. She plucked a ripened fruit from one ofthe ornamental jomach trees and peeled it for her infant. The boyquieted as he chewed the sweet fibre. Only then did Mara hear thefootsteps approaching from behind.

She did not turn around. With Papewaio on guard at the gate tothe glade, this would be no assassin. Priests of Chochocan did notenter unasked; gardeners did no work while master or mistress usedthe glade; and no other could enter without earning a sentence ofdeath. The only person living who could walk these paths at thishour with impunity was the Lord of the Acoma. The fact that he hadarrived home from his town house in Sulan-Qu without fanfare toldMara only one thing: he had seen his father, and his disgrace in theeyes of the Warlord and his insult to the house of his birth hadcaught up with him.
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Mara eased the last bit of jomach into Ayaki's eager mouth.Aware that her hands were shaking, she made a show of blotting hersticky fingers just as Buntokapi reached the far side of the sacredpool.

He stopped on the walk, his sandals showering a fine spray ofgravel into the water. Reflections shattered into a thousand fleeingripples, and the Ii birds fell silent in the branches overhead. 'Wife,you are like the pusk adder of the jungles, whose markings arepretty enough to be mistaken for a flower when it lies at rest. But itsstrike is swift and its bite is fatal.'

Slowly Mara rose. She turned reluctantly, her fingers stained redwith jomach juice; and she looked upon the face of her husband.He had come from town at speed, without his litter of state, forhis broad features were whitened with a thin layer of dust from theroad. He wore a simple day robe, probably the same he had donnedwhen his father's knock had roused him from bed; this, too, wasfilmed with dust, which hid the wine stains that spoiled theembroidery on one cuff. Mara's gaze followed the knotted cords ofhis belt, the well-worn leather of his sword, and the slice of muscledchest revealed through the opened collar of his robe. She saw themarks of Teani's passion still visible on the skin over his collarbone,and the hard set of his lips. Lastly she looked into his eyes, whichshowed a mixture of thwarted anger, childlike confusion, andlonging.

Unaware that in the eyes of her husband she was beautiful and, ina strange way, untouchable, Mara bowed. The- only words shecould think to utter felt wrong.

Buntokapi stared at her with an intensity that hurt to witness.'And like the pusk adder, my wife, your venom stops the heart. Youplay the Game of the Council with masterful precision. How couldyou know which face I would wear, the Anasati, whose blood andbirth were mine, or the Acoma, whose honour I pledged to preservewith a vow?'

Mara willed her rigid posture to relax. But her voice shook everso slightly as she said, 'The Acoma family is ancient in honour. NoLord of that name has ever lived in shame.'

Buntokapi stepped sharply forward, his legs easily spanning thebreadth of the ceremonial pool. Towering over the slight form of hiswife, he bent and caught her wrists. 'I could change that, proud
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woman. At a stroke, I could make the honour of your forebears asdust in the wind.'

Forced to look into his angry eyes, to feel the strength of a man

she had not cherished, Mara needed all her will to hold steady. Aminute passed heavy with threat. Then the darting play of theinsects that fed among the flowers inspired Ayaki to spontaneouslaughter. Buntokapi looked down and noticed the weals hishandling had left on Mara's flesh. He blinked in embarrassment andlet her go, and it seemed to her as she watched that something vitaldrained from him. Then he straightened, and a look that she hadnever known crossed his face.

'Perhaps I was wrong, the day we married,' said Buntokapi.'Perhaps I am indeed as stupid as you and my father and mybrothers believed. But for the sake of my son, I will die bravely as anAcoma.'

Mara bent her head. Suddenly she had to fight to suppress tears.For one brief instant she had perceived the man her husband mighthave been had he been raise(] with the love and the care that had allfallen to his elder brothers. The Lord of the Anasati might havedone little to foster the potential of this, his third, son; but she hadplayed upon Buntokapi's inadequacies until she achieved the endshe had desired. Mara felt pain within; when she should feeltriumph, she instead knew grief. For in this one moment she sawthat Buntokapi's potential for greatness, now glimpsed like the hintof sunlight through clouds, should be wasted so soon in death.But the poignancy of the moment lasted only a second. Buntokapicaught her arm in the bruising grip of a warrior and pulled herroughly to his side. 'Come, wife. Fetch our son from his basket.Before the sun sets this day, you shall both see what it takes to dielike a Lord of the Acoma.'

Unthinkingly Mara offered protest. 'Not the child! My Lord, he'stoo young to understand.'

'Silence!' Buntokapi pushed her roughly, and distressed by hisshout, Ayaki began to cry. Over the child's wails, the Lord of theAcoma said, 'I die for the honour of my son. It is right that he shouldremember. And you.' He paused, his lips curled in malice. 'Youshall witness what you have wrought. If you would engage in theGame of the Council, woman, you must know that the pieces youmanipulate are flesh and blood. For the future, if you continue, it isright that you should remember.'
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Mara picked up Ayaki, hiding her distress in concern for herchild. As Buntokapi's steps retreated from the grove, she paused,battling a strong urge to weep. She had thought she understood the stakesof her position when she grieved after the murder of herfather and brother. But now Buntokapi had shown her the scope ofher ignorance. Feeling humbled, and inexplicably dirtied, she heldAyaki closely. Her husband's command must be obeyed. Somehowshe must find the resilience to weather the final, bitter fruits of hervictory. If she did not, the Minwanabi waited with plans to ruin her,even as ruthlessly as she had plotted the downfall of Buntokapi tosecure herself immunity from Anasati treachery.The soldiers of the Acoma stood rigidly in a square, the plumes ofthe officers' ceremonial helms tugged by the gentle breeze thatsometimes blew before sundown. Within the formation waitedKeyoke, Papewaio, and another warrior sent by the Anasati to actas witness; and between them, clad in the red robes of ritual, boundwith a sash of Acoma green, Buntokapi lifted a sword that was alsored, and sharpened to the keenest edge Tsurani armourers couldfashion.

Outside the square, but afforded a clear view by the slight rise ofground, Mara shifted Ayaki's warm weight to her other shoulder.She wished the proceedings were done with. Ayaki was wide awakeand playful, tangling small fists in her hair and gown, andexclaiming brightly over the warriors in their colourful lacqueredarmour. Like all things Tsurani, even death had an element ofceremony. Buntokapi stood statue-still in the centre of the square,the blade that awaited his end in his hands, while Keyoke recited thelist of the honours he had earned as Lord of the Acoma. The accountwas very short: one battle and a dozen wrestling matches. Maraswallowed stiffly, aware as never before how young her husbandreally was. Tsurani faces aged slowly, which made it easy to forgetthat Buntokapi was barely twenty, a scant two years older thanherself.

Straight, still, every inch the warrior despite his bandy legs, heshowed no weakness in his bearing, but something about his eyesreflected the desperate determination needed to see this momentthrough. Mara swallowed again and gently pried Ayaki's fingers offthe lobe of her car. He shrieked with laughter, ready for more ofsuch play.
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'Hush,' scolded Mara.

In the square, Keyoke finished his speech. He bowed deeply andsaid, 'Go in honour, Lord of the Acoma. Let all men remember yourname without shame.'

As he straightened, each warrior simultaneously removed his

helm. The breeze pushed damp locks back from sweating faces;emotionless eyes watched the sword Buntokapi lifted above hishead.

Mara swallowed again, her eyes stinging with salty tears. Shetried to think of Lano, sprawled and bloodied under the hooves ofbarbarian horses; but the sight of Buntokapi, standing in failingsunlight with his sword raised in final tribute to the gods of life, wasfar too real to put aside. Except for his crudeness in bed, and hisexplosive temper, he had not been an oppressive husband - hadMara used the same manipulations to mould him instead of destroyhim ... No, she commanded herself, there can be no regret. Shecalled upon the discipline she had learned in Lashima's temple andbanished such thoughts from her mind. Without expression shewatched Buntokapi turn the sword and set the blade point againsthis stomach.

He offered no final words. But the eyes that met Mara's were darkwith irony and a strange admiration mixed with the triumph ofknowing she must live with this moment for all her living days.'Before the sun sets this day, you shall both see what it takes to dielike a Lord of the Acoma,' he had said to her in the grove. Mara'shands clenched reflexively in the folds of Ayaki's clothing asBuntokapi lowered his head. Large hands, clumsy on the body of awoman but capable in wrestling and war, closed on the red-lacedleather of the sword. Lowering sunlight gilded the sweat on hiswrists. Then his knuckles tightened. He took a swift, running stepand dived forward. The pommel of the weapon rammed cleanlyagainst the earth. The blade drove through his body. Hands and hiltstruck his breastbone, and he grunted, his body gone rigid withagony.

He did not cry out. A sigh left his lips while the life bled swiftlythrough his fingers and mouth. As the spasms of his muscles slowed,and almost stopped, he turned his head. Lips caked with dust andblood framed a word that no man heard, and dead eyes stilled uponthe figure of the woman and child who stood on the hillock above.
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Ayaki began to wail. Mara loosened hands that gripped hisyoung body too tight, and by the ache in her chest realized she hadstopped breathing. She drew a painful breath. Now, mercifully, shecould close her eyes. But the image of her husband's sprawled bodyseemed inscribed in the inside of her eyelids. She did not hearKeyoke pronounce the Lord of the Acoma dead, with all honour;instead, the phrases Buntokapi had spoken in the grove returned tohaunt her. 'If you would engage in the Game of the Council,woman, you must know that the pieces you manipulate are fleshand blood. For the future, if you continue, it is right that you shouldremember.' Confronted by a rising tide of implications, Mara didnot notice the men who replaced their helms upon their heads andbowed to the departed. Time and events seemed frozen upon themoment of Buntokapi's death, until Nacoya's wiry grip caught herelbow and steered her purposefully back towards the estate house.The old nurse did not speak, which was a mercy, though Ayaki criedfor what seemed a very long time.

 

Once she had donned robes of mourning, Mara retired, not to herbedchamber, as Nacoya preferred, but to the west-facing room thathad been her father's study. There she watched the shatra birds flyacross a sky brilliant with sunset. But the crimson colours onlyreminded her of Buntokapi's robes, and of the bloodied sword thathad taken his life. As twilight fell, the servants lit the glass-shutteredlamps and closed the screens against the dew. Mara regarded thechamber that, as a child, she had considered to be the heart of herfather's financial empire; the sanctum was no longer the same. Thedesk lay piled with documents pertaining to Buntokapi's gamblingand betting exploits: most would be debts, as Mara knew from thewoebegone manner assumed by jican these past weeks. The screensbore new paintings, ones the late Lord had preferred to the huntingscenes Mara's great-grandfather had commissioned. These showedwrestlers and war scenes, and one, near the desk, showed a womanwith ruddy hair.

Mara bit her lip in distaste. At first she had thought to restore thedecor to the one she had known when her father and Lano were stillliving. Now, with the dust of the barracks unwashed from her feet,and Buntokapi's suicide still stark in her mind, she decidedotherwise. Her childhood was behind her. Now, if the Acoma namewere to survive, she must accept changes in herself, for the Game of
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the Council elevated the strong, while the weak perished or fell intoignominious obscurity.

A tentative knock sounded it the screen. Mara started, turned,

and said, 'Enter.'

jican hastened through the screen. For the first time in weeks, hecarried neither documents nor needra tallies; his hands were empty,and in agitation he bowed and touched his forehead to the floor atthe feet of the Lady of the Acoma. Startled, Mara said, 'Hadonra,please rise. I am in no way displeased with you or the way you havehandled your duties under the rule of my late husband.'But jican only trembled and bent lower, a figure of abject miseryhuddled on the fine tiles of the floor. 'Mistress, I beg forgiveness.''For what?' Puzzled and trying to set the servant at ease, Marastepped back and settled herself on the cushions where she and thehadonra had sustained many a lengthy discussion of estate financesin the past. 'Jican, please rise and speak plainly.'The hadonra raised his head but did not leave his knees. He didhis best to assume the proper Tsurani restraint, yet managed only tolook contrite. 'Mistress, I bring shame to the Acoma. Strive as Imight, I cannot -' He broke off and swallowed uncomfortably.''Lady, grant me mercy, for I cannot feel grief as I should for thedeath of the great Lord. He passed with honour and bravery anddeserves to be mourned. Yet, in honesty, I cannot feel other thanrelief.'

Mara lowered her eyes, discomforted by the hadonra's distress.She picked at a tassel that had torn loose from the corner of onecushion, and reflected soberly that she felt no true grief forBuntokapi. But the shock of the realities of the stakes she hadmanipulated left her shaken, unbalanced, and confused. Herconscience might sting for her deed, but she felt none of the torturesof cultural loyalty displayed by the man before her. In an analyticalvein, she wondered whether this diminished her spirit.The hadonra shifted uncomfortably, and Mara realized she mustreact, if only to speak some words of comfort that she could notgenuinely believe. 'Jican, all know that you suffered great tribulationsunder the command of my late husband. He did notappreciate your virtues, and he did not heed the wisdom of youradvice. You served in perfect loyalty while Buntokapi was alive.Now he is your ruler no longer, and I say wear the red wristbands of
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mourning. Act in seemly fashion, for tradition must be honoured,but trust your heart. If you cannot mourn, then at least honourBuntokapi's memory.'

jican bowed low, his nervous manner reflecting profound relief.A harder mistress, he knew, might have asked him to take his life.But with time he had come to appreciate that Mara saw more thanmost rulers when it came to interpreting the mores of culture. Andeven her most dedicated adversaries must admire the boldness withwhich she had dispatched the Anasati threat.

Mara sat alone for long hours after her hadonra left. The feelingsin her heart were far more difficult to sort than those of her servant.She watched the lamps burn low, and pondered, and sometimesdozed. Dreams came to her, of Lanokota wearing red, and of herfather spitted on the points of barbarian weapons. Sometimes hisbody changed, became that of Buntokapi, and sometimes Lano layin the dust while Keyoke pronounced him dead with all honour. Atother times her mind was anguished by the sound of Ayaki's crying,which seemed to go on and on with no end. Towards dawn shewoke, sweating and chilled. The candles had burned out, andmoonlight streaked the screens, throwing silver-grey patterns onthe tile. Mara lay still and, through the debris of her emotions,analysed the one fact that mattered. She felt sorry for Buntokapi,but she did not regret her choices. Service within the temple ofLashima might once have preserved the peace and purity of spiritshe had known during girlhood; but having tasted power, and thethrill of the Game of the Council, she now knew she could nevergive them up.

Breeze rustled the akasi bushes, wafting the soft scent of flowersover the smells of ink and parchment. Mara lay back against hercushions, her eyes half-closed. In solitude, she granted her husbandthe one parting tribute she could believe in: he had shown her amoment of greatness, that afternoon in the glade. His own fatherhad squandered that potential, and she had pandered to Buntokapi's faults, for her own selfish gain. Those things could not bechanged. But the future lay like a blank parchment. Mara couldensure that Ayaki was raised differently, that the courage andstrength of his father never soured into stubbornness. Once she hadvowed to train out of Ayaki anything of Bunto, and to fosterwhatever was Acoma. Now she knew that Ayaki had gifts from
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Buntokapi that would be foolish to waste. By loving him, andnurturing him, and letting him develop his gifts, she could raise ason of the Acoma that would make even the Anasati proud; and

that she vowed would be so.

 

A

 

II
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Mara listened to the water.

The tiny stream that ran from the pool in the Acoma contemplationglade splashed softly as it rippled over rocks along its course. The windgusted through the tree branches, a fitful sound that matched Ayaki'sfussy mood. He looked on unsmiling as his mother raised the urncontaining his father's remains. The ceremony of mourning was toomuch for his young mind to encompass; he knew only that the breezechilled him, and his mother wouldn't let him crawl off to play.Mara experienced neither sorrow nor regret as she pouredBuntokapi's ashes into the hollow beneath the Acoma natami. Herhusband was dead, and the Lord of the Anasati mourned a son, evenif only a poorly loved third son. Tecuma's bitterness would bedoubled, for Buntokapi's end had been contrived by one beyondreach; as mother of the only Anasati grandson, Mara was exemptfrom reprisal. Yet the girl herself felt no victory. Wind gustedsharply, tearing at her robe. Mara shivered. She must never allowherself to regret. What had been done was past, and necessary; tothink otherwise was to be troubled by worse than her husband'sangry shade. If doubts, even uncertainty, were permitted to grow,she risked paralysing her ability to make decisions in the future.That would surely consign the Acoma to eventual obliteration atthe hands of enemies, for the Game of the Council would go on.Regret must be banished, despite her momentary sorrow, andindecision must be forever kept at bay.

For the second time in less than two years, Mara performed theritual of mourning. Only now, instead of pain locked deep within,there was sadness. Sezu had taught that death was a part of politics,but now she understood that the forms were simply a rationale tojustify murder. That awakening left her uneasy.
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Mara sought comfort in a silent prayer, addressed to the shade ofher husband. Buntokapi, she thought, for whatever rest it will bringyour spirit, at the last you died with dignity. For a moment, nomatter how briefly, you were worthy of the name Lord of theAcoma. For that I honour you. May your journey around the Wheelbring you better reward in your next life.

Now Mara rent her clothing, cut her arm, and placed ashesbetween her breasts. Ayaki stirred restlessly at her side, havingtossed away the beads Nacoya had loaned to keep him occupied.Mara tore the baby's wrap and smudged ashes on his tiny chest. Helooked down and made a face. Tough as his father, Ayaki would not

cry when Mara pinched him; instead he stuck his lower lip out andscowled belligerently. With the ceremonial dagger Mara prickedthe boy's forearm, earning a wail of protest to complete the ritual.She held Ayaki's arm over the pool: letting his blood mix with herown in the water.

Tears came easily then. Alone and free from the scrutiny ofhovering advisers and servants, Mara admitted her inner fear: thatshe was not equal to the next round of the Game of the Council. Thehumiliation and pain she had suffered at Buntokapi's hands, thedoubt and the anguish as she plotted his downfall, and each dangerendured to survive the murder of her father and brother - all thesemight still be as nothing, blown away by the winds of circumstanceand political fortune. The Minwanabi never slept in their hatred ofthe Acoma. Sometimes Mara felt helpless beyond hope.Seeking the stability of the practical, she dressed Ayaki in the tinyceremonial gown left for him. Then she donned her own white robe,silenced her wailing son, and carried him through the gustyafternoon to the grove's entrance.

The noise warned her first that visitors had arrived. Armourclanked in the yard, and the excited voice of a servant carried overthe sigh of wind through leaves. Mara tightened her fingers aroundAyaki's solid warmth, earning a wiggle of protest. Tense withapprehension, she stepped around the shielding hedges and almostcollided with Keyoke's weaponed bulk. The old Force Commanderhad positioned himself squarely across the entrance, and by thekeepers left loose on his buckles, Mara realized he had pulled hisceremonial armour on with the greatest haste. The visitors, then,would be significant.
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'Anasati?' she queried softly.

Keyoke returned a terse nod. 'Papewaio and Nacoya await you,Lady. And Lujan oversees the arming of two companies at thebarracks.'

Mara frowned. Keyoke would hardly have mentioned suchprecautions if Tecuma had come with peaceful intentions; her fearswere confirmed as the Force Commander deliberately raised a handand scratched his chin with his thumb.

Mara took a deep breath, ducking as Ayaki swung a playful fist.'Lashima reward your foresight, Keyoke,' she murmured. And herpulse quickened as she stepped past the hedge, into view.The yard was jammed with an assemblage of courtiers, warriors,and servants, all dusty from travel by road and wearing armour thatwas serviceable and plain, not the fancy enamelled style worn onstate visits. A loud patch of colour in his house colours and plumesof mourning, the Lord of the Anasati sat patiently upon his litter, hisadviser Chumaka at his right hand. Silence fell as Mara approached,Nacoya and Papewaio falling into step one pace behind.The Anasati soldiers assumed formal poses and formation as theLady of the Acoma bowed, as slightly as possible without givingoffence to one of Tecuma's rank.

'Welcome, father of my husband.'

'Greetings, daughter,' he said bitterly. 'I see the son of my son inyour arms. May I view him?'

Mara felt a momentary pang of guilt. The presentation of agrandson should have been an occasion for joy. Instead, in amoment tense with unspoken antagonism, Ayaki was passed intohis grandfather's outstretched arms. Engulfed in scented cloth andthe sharp edges of gemstone decorations, the infant squirmed butdid not cry. Tecuma regarded this stolid little face and said, 'Helooks like Bunto.'

Mara nodded in agreement.

After a long moment of cuddling the child, Tecuma returned himin cold silence. Mara immediately relinquished him to the custodyof Nacoya, who settled him as she had the boy's mother, after amourning ritual many years before.

'Take my son to his nursery,' said the Lady of the Acoma. As theold nurse departed, Mara regarded the hostile face of her father-in-law. 'I offer the hospitality of the house.'
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'No, daughter.' Tecuma qualified the word, all tenderness gonewith Ayaki. 'I will not set foot in the house of my son's murderess.'Mara almost flinched. With great effort she managed an impassivereply. 'Your son took his own life, my Lord, to satisfy thedemands of honour.'

 

Tecuma bowed his head once, swiftly, in salute. 'I know, Mara.But I also knew my son. Despite his ineptness as a ruler, even hewould never have contrived that insult to the Warlord and his ownfather. Only you could have brought such a thing to pass.'Something akin to respect coloured his manner for a brief instant. 'Isalute your brilliance in the Game of the Council, Mara of theAcoma'- then his voice turned flint-hard -'but for this one bloodyvictory you shall pay in kind.'

Mara measured Tecuma and realized that grief and anger weremaking him say more than he might under normal circumstances.Inwardly she cautioned herself. 'My Lord, I merely obeyed myhusband and Lord and repeated to you the commands he gave me,before witnesses.'

Tecuma waved away the objection. 'Enough. It does not matter.My grandson inherits the mantle of the Acoma, and he shall ensurea loyal tie between my house and his.' At this a man steppedforward from the Anasati retinue, a thin, predatory fellow withshrewd eyes and a belt of enamelled caro hide. The Lord said, 'Thisis Nalgara, who shall act on my behalf until Ayaki is of age.'Mara was not caught off guard. 'My Lord, no.'

Tecuma's eyes narrowed. 'I did not hear you say that.'Mara resisted showing weakness by offering justification. 'Youwill take this man with you when you leave.'

Armour rattled among the Anasati warriors as hands reached forweapons, and Tecuma's arm trembled, ready to signal an attack.'Woman, you dare?'

Hoping that Lujan had had time to arm her own companies,Mara held her ground. 'No, my Lord. I demand.'Tecuma abandoned his pretence of politeness. 'I shall decide howAyaki's legacy is to be managed. I am Lord of the Anasati.''But these are Acoma lands,' Mara interrupted, her voice ringingwith an anger all her own. 'My Lord of the Anasati seems to forgetthat his son was Lord of the Acoma. And the Acoma have neverbeen, are not now, and shall never be vassals to the Anasati. Your
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grandson is now heir to the title of Lord. As his mother, I am againRuling Lady of the Acoma until the day he comes of age.'Tecuma's face twisted with suppressed rage. 'Woman, do notseek to anger me!'

'It appears my Lord is already angry, so that what I say couldhave little consequence.' Stalling for time, Mara searched for aglimpse of green between the weaponed ranks of the Anasati guard.But the retinue pressed too closely together to allow any view ofLujan's men. She had no choice but to continue. 'When Buntoassumed Acoma Lordship, he ceased to have any obligations to yousave those he freely chose, as you must have known, Tecuma, foryour son could not swear oath before the Acoma natami until youreleased him from fealty. Show me a document, any document,appointing you as guardian for Ayaki in the event of Bunto's deathand denying me my right to inherit. Then I will step aside. Butwithout lawful evidence, you are not ruler of the Acoma.'The slightest twitch of Tecuma's lips revealed a frustration hedared not express.

Mara hastened to drive home her point, before the confrontationturned to violence. 'We are not of the same clan, so you have no callupon the Acoma. You don't even have a political claim on ourloyalty,. Bunto never sought to change our alliances, so the Acomaare still members of the jade Eye Party, not the Imperial. You haveno authority here, Tecuma.' She motioned with her hand then, onfaith, and to her immense relief Lujan and three dozen Acomasoldiers stepped forward, ready to defend their mistress. To the rearof Tecuma's party, another fifty soldiers had gathered in battlearmour, ready for instant action should there be cause. Marafinished with a smile of irony. 'Once again I rule the Acoma, untilAyaki is twenty-five years of age.'

The Lord of the Anasati prepared to speak, but his adviser,Chumaka, intervened. 'My Lord, she is correct. Such is the law.'Balked, Tecuma paused a long minute, his eyes distant withcalculation. 'Then what of the boy if you die?'In even tones Mara said, 'Then Ayaki is ruler of the Acoma, as Iwas before the age of twenty-five, ready or not.'Tecuma made a subtle gesture, indicating that Mara was onceagain a woman alone against enemies. 'The boy will surely die.'But the threat failed to move the young Lady, who stood defiantly
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straight. 'At the hands of the Lord of the Minwanabi, or some otherseeking to rise over Acoma bodies, perhaps.'

Tecuma conceded defeat. 'Very well, daughter. You have made

your point. I shall endeavour to keep you alive, at least until Ayakicomes to his majority. But if you make any move that I judge amenace to the Anasati -'

'Do not threaten me in my own house, father of my husband,'Mara warned. 'I could end this here and now.' She pointed to Lujanand the soldiers who waited ready to answer their mistress'scommand. The odds against Tecuma were now overwhelming,with only a score of soldiers to protect him against the possibility ofattack by two companies. Were he to press the issue, he could dievery quickly.

Mara regarded the stiff features of her father-in-law. 'I have nowish to be at odds with you, Tecuma. Your differences with myfather were strictly political.' With a sigh more eloquent thanwords, she shook her head. 'We both know that what I have donewas also a matter of politics.

'Should you die here ... jingu of the Minwanabi would bewithout any real rival in the game. No, I do not ask you to be myally. I just wish you not to be my foe.'

The fist Tecuma had raised to signal his soldiers relaxed andlowered. He regarded Mara keenly. 'Minwanabi ... yes. Alreadyhe thinks himself powerful enough to move against me.'The Lordof the Anasati sighed, at last acknowledging the quiet strength inMara's stance. 'Perhaps you can make some difference.' He shookhis head. 'I underestimated you. Perhaps jingu will do likewise.'After a silent minute he bowed to take his leave. 'Very well, Mara.You have my word on this, then; so long as Ayaki lives, I will notoppose you when you seek to discomfort the Minwanabi. But Imake no such assurances where Anasati interests are concerned. Westill have many differences. But once my grandson inherits themantle of the Acoma, Lady, you shall find my memory is long.Should any harm befall him before then, from that instant your lifewill be measured in minutes.'

Curtly Tecuma signalled his retinue to assemble for the journeyback to Sulan-Qu. Wind tugged at the officers' plumes, andstreamed through Mara's dark hair as she watched the Anasati lordand his followers muster and march from the yard. The first part of
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her plan had been successful. For a time the second most powerfulof her father's enemies had been neutralized; even more, made areluctant ally. There were not many in the Empire who would temptTecuma's wrath by harming his grandson; only the Lords of theKeda, Xacatecas, and Minwanabi, and perhaps one or two others.Most would refrain, if only to see that the Lord of the Minwanabidid not grow too powerful. As jingu's enemy, Mara had value, ifonly to keep him occupied. And despite the protection she hadgarnered from Tecuma, Mara knew the blood feud would go on.She had only forced her family's greatest foe to move cautiously. Nomore bungled assassinations, of that she was certain. Attack wouldcome, but for the first time since Keyoke had fetched her from thetemple, the Lady of the Acoma felt that she had gained a measure oftime. She must be diligent about how she used it.Turning her mind to the tasks before her, Mara dismissed Lujanand his warriors. With Keyoke and Papewaio at her side, shereturned to the cool and the comfort of her chamber. First upon heragenda the next day was a journey to Sulan-Qu, for if Arakasi'sinformation was correct, a Minwanabi spy resided in the townhouse owned by the Acoma. Buntokapi's concubine, Teani, must bedealt with at the earliest opportunity.

 

~ill

 

The erstwhile Lord of the Acoma had avoided the fashionablequarter of town for his dwelling. The side street where it lay wastidy and quiet, removed from the noisy thoroughfares of commerce,but still an easy walk to the public wrestling arenas. Mara steppedfrom her litter, sandals crunching gently over ulo leaves, which shedseasonally during the dry months. Accompanied by a retinue thatincluded both Papewaio and Arakasi, she stepped up to the widedoorway whose posts were carved into the decorative forms ofwarriors in battle array. A strange servant opened the screen.He bowed deeply. 'I bid the Lady of the Acoma welcome.'

Mara acknowledged the greeting with the barest wave of herhand and stepped across the threshold into shadow tinged scarlet bythe sunlight that filtered through the hangings. An aroma of sweetspices filled the air, mixed with furniture oil and a woman'sperfume. The house staff, numbering four, sank to their knees,awaiting Mara's command as she surveyed the fine rugs, a shell-inlaidweapons rack, and chests enamelled and set with red gems.
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Her husband's town house was a cosy enough nest, she decided. Butthe taste and the decor of the place were influenced by a mind other

than that of her late husband. Buntokapi would never have setmarble statues of nymphs by the doorway, and the paintings on thescreens were of flowers and graceful birds, not the battle scenes heinvariably chose for himself.

Mara waited until Papewaio and Arakasi reached her side. Thesword carried by the former was not for show, and the latter worean officer's plumes, to disguise his true purpose; but in the end Maradid not require the Spy Master's guidance to spot the woman whohad won her husband's heart, all for the motive of spying for theMinwanabi. Though Teani bowed submissively with the otherservants, she could never be mistaken for other than Buntokapi'smistress.

Mara studied her profile and understood her husband'sobsession. The concubine was a truly beautiful woman, withunblemished skin and hair touched by sun-gold and red - thoughMara suspected that effect might have come from artifice ratherthan nature. Even though she was kneeling, the light silk of theconcubine's robes draped a ripe, soft figure with breasts that werehigh and well formed despite being large, a small waist, and flaringhips. Mara's own body seemed boyish in comparison, and for nogood reason the fact rankled. For every minute Buntokapi had beengone from the estate, his wife had thanked the gods; yet now thestunning beauty of the woman he had preferred irked Mara. A voiceremembered from the temple warned, 'Beware vanity and falsepride.' Mara almost laughed. Yes, she was feeling wounded vanityand injured pride. And yet fate had been kind in an odd andunexpected way.

Jingu of the Minwanabi had sent this woman to further his plot todestroy the Acoma. But instead, Teani only managed to distractBuntokapi, enabling Mara to realize her plans more quickly. Andthe ultimate aim of those plans was the strengthening of HouseAcoma ... and the destruction of the Minwanabi. Mara savouredthe irony in silence. Teani must go back to her master ignorant thather true role had been uncovered. Let jingu think this woman hadbeen banished by a jealous wife.

Prudently, Mara motioned for two of her soldiers to stand guardby the door. Then, stepping ahead of her bodyguards, but keeping

I
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carefully beyond reach of a knife thrust, she spoke to the kneelingconcubine. 'What is your name?'

'Teani, mistress.' The woman kept her eyes cast downward.Mara distrusted her subservience. 'Look at me.'Teani raised her head, and Mara heard a slight stir from thewarriors who looked on. The concubine's golden, heart-shapedface framed lovely eyes, almost amber in colour. Her features wereperfect, and sweet as the honey in the hives of the red-bee. Butbeyond beauty, Mara saw something that made her hesitate. Thiswoman was dangerous, as much a threat as any player in the GreatGame. Yet the Lady of the Acoma spoke no hint of her conclusionaloud. 'What are your duties?'

Still upon her knees, Teani said, 'I served your husband as a maid,mistress.'

The Lady of the Acoma almost laughed at the woman's brazenact. To call herself a maid while sitting upon her heels in a robe morecostly than any Mara owned save for her ceremonial attire was aninsult to human intelligence. Brusquely Mara said, 'I think not.'Teani's eyes narrowed slightly, but she said nothing. Then Maraunderstood: for the briefest instant the concubine had wonderedwhether her role as spy was discovered. To disarm any suspicion,Mara enquired after the other servants. 'What are your duties?'The staff identified themselves as a cook, a gardener, and a maid,facts Mara already knew from the intelligence given her by jican.She ordered the three of them to the estate and told them to ask thehadonra for new duties. They left quickly, glad to be avoiding thecoming confrontation between their late Lord's wife and hismistress.

When the room was empty save for Mara, Teani, and thesoldiers, Mara said, 'I think we shall have no need for your servicesat the estate house.'

Teani's poise remained admirably unbroken. 'Have I displeasedmy mistress?'

Mara stifled an urge to smile. 'No, on the contrary, you spared mea great deal of pain, inconvenience, and irritation over the last fewmonths. Yet I am not as adventuresome in my tastes as some ladiesof great houses; my appetites do not turn towards members of myown sex.'She glanced at the fading bruise that mottled the skin overTeani's collarbone. 'You seem to have shared my husband's taste
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for ... rough sport. Your talents would go to waste on my estates unlessyou think you would care to entertain my soldiers?'Teani's head jerked, ever so slightly; she managed not to expelher breath in a hiss of anger, and Mara was forced to admiration of

her action. The insult was great; as a courtesan or mistress, Teaniwould have a certain legitimacy in Tsurani society. In ancient timesthere had been little difference between a lord's courtesan and wifein Tsurani culture. Had Mara died before her husband, any realcourtesan of Buntokapi's might have been permanently installed inthe Acoma house. And if Teani survived both wife and master, aRuling Lord's resident mistress had certain legal rights andprivileges of inheritance. A woman of the Reed Life was considereda craftsperson or even an artist in the ways of pleasure. But a campfollower was a woman of the meanest class. Anywhere but in acamp of war, the women who followed the armies of the Empirewere shunned and despised. And they had no honour. Teani hadbeen named a whore, and if the women had been warriors, Marawould now be fighting for her life.

The concubine only glared at Mara. Struggling with her selfcontroljust enough to convince, she pressed her forehead to thefloor, red-gold hair almost brushing the toes of her mistress'ssandals. 'My Lady, I think you misjudge me. I am an accomplishedmusician and am skilled in the arts of massage and conversation. Iknow the seven ways to rid the body of aches and pain: by pressure,by stroking, by rubbing, by herbs, by smoke, by pins, and byrealignment of the joints. I can quote passages of the sagas frommemory and I can dance.'

No doubt the woman was capable in all the named skills, thoughBuntokapi had probably availed himself of little other than anoccasional massage, or a song before indulging in sex. But Teaniwas also an agent and, likely as not, a trained assassin. -WithBuntokapi dead, she needed only one opportunity to rid herMinwanabi master of both Mara and Ayaki, ending the Acomaforever.

Dread of jingu's plots caused Mara to respond sharply. Notallowing Teani the courtesy of rising from her knees, she said,'You'll have little difficulty finding yourself another position. Amaid blessed with such talents as yours should easily catch the fancyof some great Lord, one who would be eager to have you at his side.
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Within the hour a factor will arrive to close down this house inpreparation for selling it and all the furnishings. Take whatever giftsmy husband left you and depart, for nothing of the Acoma shallremain here.' She paused and regarded Teani's ripe curves withcontempt. 'And of course no trash shall be left behind for the newowner.'

Mara spun and walked through the door, as if the concubine shehad dismissed were now beneath her notice. Only the observanteyes of Arakasi saw Teani release the iron control she had exercisedfor the deception of her mistress. An expression of naked hatredsettled upon the young woman's face; her beauty became a cruelthing, black and twisted and murderous to behold. And in thatmoment Arakasi observed that the insults of Mara of the Acomawould be carefully remembered, that each might be separatelyavenged.

Borrowing the authority of his officer's plumes, the Spy Masterseized the initiative and assigned two warriors to remain on thepremises to see his Lady's orders carried out. Then, before Teanihad bridled her rage enough to remember his face, he slipped swiftlythrough the door.

Outside, as he hurried into place beside his mistress, Mara said,'Is she the one?'

Arakasi unhooked the chin strap of his helm so he could speakwithout being overheard. 'Indeed, my Lady. Teani is the spy. Untilshe arrived in the city, she was a favourite with the Lord of theMinwanabi and shared his bed on a regular basis. Why she waschosen to spy upon Lord Buntokapi is not clear, but she must haveconvinced her master she could serve his interests.' They reachedthe litter, dead leaves obscuring the conversation from chanceeavesdroppers. Even on the quietest side street, Arakasi exercisedhis customary caution. As he helped Mara onto her cushions, hewhispered, 'What Teani did before she came to Minwanabi serviceour agent there cannot say.' He directed a meaningful glance at thetown house. 'I will rest easier when my men have had the chance todiscover more about her, for I think you have made an enemy, Lady.Only I saw the expression in her eyes as you left. It was murder.'Mara rested her head back, eyes half-closed. Wisely or not. shedismissed the issue, for the next step in her plans demanded all of
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her attention. 'Kill me for duty, kill me for personal reasons, the riskis no more.'

Her slender body stiffened against the jostling motion as theslaves lifted the litter. Arakasi fell into step, with Papewaio on theother side. Over the tramp of marching feet he murmured, 'Thereyou are wrong. mistress. Some might falter in their resolve if they

are motivated solely by duty. But to avenge a personal slight, manycare nothing if they perish, as long as their foe dies with them.'Mara opened angry eyes. 'You are saying I acted the fool?'Arakasi did not flinch from her regard. 'I suggest that in future myLady weighs her words with more caution.'

Mara sighed. 'I shall take your advice to heart. If Keyoke hadbeen with me, he would probably have been frantically scratchinghis chin with his thumb.'

'That's Papewaio's habit,' said-Arakasi, obviously puzzled.His mistress smiled. 'Your observation is very keen. One day Ishall have to explain that warning sign to you. Now let us go home,senior officer, for the heat grows even as we speak, and muchbusiness remains to be attended to.'

Arakasi saluted smartly. Playing the part of an Acoma StrikeLeader brazenly, for all present knew of his inept swordplay. heordered the guards to surround the litter bearing the Lady of theAcoma during her return to the estates.

 

As late afternoon painted purple shadows across the paving,another litter set out through the north gate of Sulan-Qu. Once onthe Imperial Highway, the bearers wearing the badge of the Guild ofPorters turned towards the Holy City. They maintained a leisurelypace, as if the client behind the curtains wished their services forsightseeing and a breath of fresh air in the countryside. When, aftertwo hours, she ordered a stop for rest, the bearers gathered by aroadside well a short distance off. They were all freemen, membersof the Commercial Guild of Bearers, hired by those who needed totravel but without a retinue of slaves to carry them. Granted rest anhour ahead of contract, they munched upon the light fare carried intheir hip bags and whispered admiringly of the woman who hadcommissioned them for this journey. Not only was she stunninglybeautiful, but she had paid them fine metal for what so far hadproved an exceedingly easy job.
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Presently a pot seller stepped out of the general flow of traffic, hiswares dangling from thongs that affixed them to a long polebalanced across his shoulder. He halted beside the litter, apparentlyto catch a breather. His angular face was red from exertion, and his'eyes beady and quick. Attracted by the rattle of his crockery, thewoman behind the curtains motioned him closer. Pretending toexamine a pot, she said, 'I am glad you had not reached Sulan-Quyet. It would have complicated things.'

The trader mopped his brow with a fine silk cloth. 'What haspassed?'

The woman curled her pretty lip and let the pot fall with a sourclank. 'As I suspected. The Acoma bitch would not allow me intoher household. jingu was a fool to think she might.'The pot seller who was not a merchant exclaimed in annoyanceand examined his piece for chips. When he found none, his mannerappeared to ease. 'The Lord of the Minwanabi listens to his owncounsel first.'

The woman traced the fancy enamel ornamenting a slop jar withan exquisitely manicured nail. 'I will return to jingu's side. He willregret this setback in getting an agent into the Acoma house, but hewill have missed me.' Her lips shaped a dreamy smile. 'I know thereare things he misses about me. None of his other girls have my ...skills.'

Drily the pot seller said, 'Or perhaps they simply lack yourtolerance for abuse, Teani.'

'Enough.' The concubine tossed tawny hair, and her robe fellopen. A glimpse of what lay beneath made the pot seller smile at thecontradiction between the astonishing beauty and the unexpectedcruelty in this woman. Misreading his expression as male lust, andamused by it, Teani spoke, recovering his attention. 'Buntokapi wasnever of use to jingu. Mara was truly in control, though she wasclever in not letting her Lord discover that until too late. Inform ourtrue master that I shall return to the Minwanabi house once again,and send him whatever information I may.'

The merchant nodded, rubbing uncalloused fingers over thewood of his pole. 'That is good. I have carried these damnedceramics since I left our Lord's river barge this morning, and I amglad to end this charade.'

Team focused on him, as if enjoying his discomfort. 'Give me the
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slop jar,'she murmured. 'The bearers must believe I had a reason tospeak with you.'

The man unhooked the item. Enamel flashed gaudily in the

sunlight as he handed it to the woman, his attitude one ofundisguised irony. 'One less to carry.'

'Why did you come yourself?'

The merchant grimaced, for the pole bore down unmercifully andhe could not reach around it to scratch an itch. 'I dared trust no oneelse with the task. When my Lord's barge left the city last night, wesimply poled upriver a few miles and tied up. He supposed youwould still be at the town house; hence my disguise. None of usguessed the Lady Mara would be so quick to rid herself of Bunto'scity property. She only quit the contemplation glade yesterday.'Teani glanced towards the well where the bearers sat gossiping.She inclined her head in their direction. 'I think you had better orderthem all killed. One might mention this encounter.'The merchant considered the eight men by the well. 'It will bemessy, but worse if we risk discovery. Besides, if you are attacked byrobbers along the highway, how can the Commercial Guild ofBearers fault you? I will make arrangements just before you reachthe Minwanabi estates, so you can rush to the safety of jingu's arms.Now, our master's instructions: despite all that has transpired, theLady Mara is to be left untroubled.'

Teani stiffened in surprise. 'After Buntokapi's murder?''Our master commands this. We must not speak longer.'With anunfeigned grimace of distaste, the merchant shifted his clankingwares to his other shoulder.

Teani sat silently as he left, her professional detachment lost.Mara of the Acoma inspired a personal rage and hatred deeper thanany she had previously known. The concubine did not trouble toanalyse the cause. Born to a woman of the Reed Life, and cast intothe streets at the age of six, she had survived by wits alone. Herunusual beauty had brought her quickly to the attention of men andshe had barely escaped slavers on several occasions, despite havingcommitted no crime to warrant such a conviction; in the dirtieralleys of the Empire, the niceties of the law might occasionally beput aside for enough money. Teani discovered early that to somemen honour was negotiable. She learned abuse before love, and attwelve sold herself for the first time, to a man who kept her in his
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home for two years. He had been a twisted soul who took pleasureinflicting pain upon beauty. Teani had struggled at first, untilsuffering taught her to ignore her discomfort. In time she had killedher tormentor, but the memory of pain stayed with her, a familiarthing she understood. After that she had used beauty and naturalwit to rise up society's ladder, choosing one benefactor afteranother, each more rich and powerful than the last. For seven yearsshe had served her present employer, though never in bed as withprevious masters. Beneath her soft beauty and cruel passions thisLord saw the stony hatred that motivated Teani; he had set thosequalities to use against his enemy, the Lord of the Minwanabi, neveronce tempted to make the relationship other than professional forhis own use. For this the concubine conceded her loyalty, for thismaster was unique among those she had met along the road of herlife.

But only Buntokapi had touched her as a person. Before himTeani had taken little personal interest in the men she slept with ormurdered. Though the Lord of the Acoma had been like a porinaboar in a wallow, even to the point where he stank like one, rushingto take her with the sweat from his wrestling still rank on his body,he had understood her. Buntokapi had given her the pain sheneeded to survive, and the love she had never known in all twenty-eightyears of her life. Teani shivered slightly at the memory of hishands, tearing at her soft flesh at the height of his passion; she haddug her nails into his back, even taught him to enjoy the painhimself. But Mara of the Acoma had ended that.Teani's fingers tightened on the bright enamel of the slop jar,while anger built in her heart. Buntokapi had been tricked to hisdeath, ruined by his natural tendency to count honour over life.Teani understood nothing of honour ... but rivalry, that was athing she knew well. That she-dog of a wife - innocent as a babe,Teani thought in disgust. How easily abuse would crack the coolfaqade of the Lady! What pleasure the concubine would find inhumiliating Mara for hours, days perhaps, before giving her toTur'akamu. Teani licked her lips, sweating lightly in the heat. Thepleasure of dominating the Lady of the Acoma promised more thanshe could imagine from sex with any men she had known. But theignoble way that Mara had evicted her from the town house cut offany immediate avenues of vengeance. Now Teani had no recourse
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but to resume her post as spy in jingu's household. The obese Lordof the Minwanabi revolted her, and his fawning would be difficultto endure; but he and the Acoma were sworn enemies. Through him

Teani thought to arrange her satisfaction. Mara would die, slowlyand in torment, or shamefully if no other option availed. That theconcubine's true master now wished otherwise affected nothing.Teani had changed employers many times in the past.On that thought she tossed the slop jar violently among thecushions and signalled her bearers to return. As they crossed theroad, the powerful, coarse body of the one in the lead caught hereye. He had fine muscles and a bullying manner to his walk. Excitedby prospects of violence and vengeance, Teani decided to stop in asecluded glade down the road. She would have some sport; the manand his companions were going to die anyway, and not to use themfor pleasure would be a waste of fine meat. Besides, a few extramarks on her face and body would convince jingu that bandits hadindeed molested her, and keep him from becoming suspicious. Sothinking, Teani shivered in anticipation as the bearers lifted herlitter and resumed their journey towards the Holy City.

Down the road to Sulan-Qu, the pot seller halted, as if to countwhatever payment the fine lady had given him. From under abroad-brimmed hat he watched the litter depart, while silentlypondering what made the woman dally before calling her bearers.The likely daydreams of a creature like Teani were not pleasant tocontemplate. With a grunt of disgust he shifted the weight of hispots. He had been the one to convince their Lord her talents wentbeyond the bedchamber, and a dozen times in the past her work hadborn out his judgment. But lately she had been showing signs ofindependence, a tendency to interpret directions to her own liking.Alone in the dusty road, amid the noise of passing traffic, the shammerchant debated whether that trait signalled a growing instability.He soothed his uncertainty in his usual economical manner: eitherway, Teani could only bring trouble to the Minwanabi. If sheexchanged loyalties, at best jingu would gain a servant of questionablereliability. Besides, she could be removed if she became aproblem.

Irritated by the weight of the pole as it bit into his shoulder,Chumaka, First Adviser to the Lord of the Anasati, turned towards
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Sulan-Qu. Benefits would come of sending Teani back to theMinwanabi household; though she had surprised them all byturning up in Buntokapi's town house, Chumaka considered thatthings had turned towards a better course. His master woulddisagree, but then his master had just lost a son. Chumaka countedthat for little. He had never much cared for Bunto, and while theAcoma girl was more talented than anticipated, Minwanabi was thereal menace. Things were stirring in the High Council, and the gamegained intensity as the Warlord's campaign on Midkemia continued.The ins and outs of intrigue always quickened Chumaka'sblood. Gods, but I love politics, he thought as he walked down theroad. Feeling almost cheery, he began to whistle over the rattle ofhis crockery.

 

Following her return from Sulan-Qu, Mara called a meeting. Herclosest advisers gathered in her chamber while cool twilight veiledthe fields and thyza paddies of the estate. Nacoya sat to her right, ared scarf tied over her hair in deference to Turakamu, into whosedomain the late master had passed. Baskets of red reeds had beenplaced by every door in the estate house, in recognition ofmourning, that the Red God might avert his eyes from those whogrieved.

Mara wore traditional robes of the same colour, but her mannershowed nothing of sorrow. She sat straight and proud as jican,Keyoke, Papewaio, Lujan, and Arakasi made their bows and choseseats upon cushions arranged in a circle upon the floor.When the last of them had settled, the Lady of the Acoma met theeyes of each in turn. 'We know what has occurred. None need everagain speak of it. But before we lay the memory of Buntokapi to restfor all time, I wish to say this. What has passed, what is to come as aresult of what has passed, all responsibility rests upon my head.None who serve the Acoma need fear for one moment that theyhave acted without honour. If others in the Empire whisper ofdishonour in corners, the shame is mine alone to bear.' With that,Mara closed the tally sheet on her dead husband. None would everagain wonder if they had betrayed their lawful Lord.Almost briskly Mara turned to other matters. Though red as acolour flattered her, a frown marred her forehead as she addressedKeyoke. 'We must speed up recruitment of soldiers. The Minwanabi are temporarily thwarted, and we must use what time wehave available to us to consolidate our position.'The Force Commander nodded in his usual spare manner. 'Thatis possible, if we call every available young son, and if all of themrespond. Some will answer the summons of other houses. My Lords

of the Minwanabi and Kehotara are still trying to replace the threehundred soldiers they sent against us several months ago. I think wecan add another two hundred safely, within the next two months thoughthey will all be unseasoned boys. The other three you ask formight take as long as another year to recruit.'Mara had to be satisfied with this; Buntokapi had left somesizeable debts, and jican had mentioned that time would be neededto rebuild the estate's capital. By the time the recruiting wascompleted, finances should have recovered enough to underwritethe expense of the new warriors' training. And with the reluctantalliance with the Anasati, few would dare attack, and none openly.As always, Nacoya broke in with a warning. 'Mistress, as theAcoma gain allies and garrison strength, you must be especiallycautious of indirect attacks.'

Arakasi agreed. 'Mistress, on the day your official mourningends, you will surely receive invitations carried by marriage brokerson behalf of one suitor or another. When some of those worthy sonsof noble houses come to call, agents of the Minwanabi are mostcertain to be among their retainers.'

Mara considered this with a hard expression. 'Then we shall haveto ensure that such agents find nothing noteworthy to report backto their masters.'

The meeting went on, with Mara confidently assimilating herformer role as ruler of the Acoma. As darkness deepened and lampswere tended by silent slaves, decisions were made and freshinformation discussed; through the interval between nightfall andmidnight, more business was conducted than during the entiretenure of Buntokapi as Lord of the Acoma. At the end jican arosewith a sigh of evident satisfaction. And whatever private guilt orrelief the others might have felt at Buntokapi's passing was hiddenas they arose to depart. There were too many new problems toconfront.

As Nacoya, who was slowest, began stiffly to rise from hercushions, Mara gestured impulsively for her to remain. The others
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had nearly reached the door, but they stopped deferentially as sherequested one thing more.

A mischievous glint lit the Lady's eyes as she studied theexpectant faces of her senior staff. 'What would you think if Iofficially appointed Nacoya as permanent First Adviser to theAcoma?'

The old nurse gasped aloud, and Keyoke broke into a rare grin.'The post has stood empty since jajoran's death,' Mara said. Heramusement deepened as Nacoya, who never lacked for chatter,opened and closed her mouth soundlessly, like a fish.Arakasi was first to respond, offering the aged woman a gallantbow. 'The promotion and the honour go well with your years, oldmother.'

Lujan offered a rakish comment, but Papewaio had knownNacoya since he was a small boy, and his memories of her kindnessran deep. In total abandon of decorum, he lifted the old woman offher feet and spun her full circle through the air.'Go and celebrate,' Mara called over her former nurse's startledyelp of delight. 'For never has a servant of the Acoma betterdeserved a promotion.'

'I'll have to survive the experience first,' said a breathless Nacoya.Papewaio set her down, delicately, as if she were made of cho-jacrafted glass; and as Keyoke, Arakasi, jican, and a laughing Lujancrowded around to embrace the new First Adviser, Mara reflectedthat she had not seen such joy in the house since before her father'sdeath. Lashima grant me wisdom to make it last, she prayed; for theMinwanabi threat was not ended, but was only forced back by anunstable alliance.

 

The traditional period of mourning came to an end, and the priestsof Turakamu came to burn the red reeds that had sat in the basketsby the doors for three continuous weeks. Smoke still lingered overthe Acoma fields when the first of the marriage brokers arrived, andwithin a day three ornately calligraphed petitions with wax seals laypiled in the study. Glad to be wearing a colour other than red, Maracalled Nacoya and Arakasi into attendance and reviewed the topparchment. A thoughtful expression crossed her face. 'It seems ourfriend Minwanabi's favourite lapdog has an unmarried son. Whatdo you know of him?'
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Seated by her knee, Arakasi took the document she offered. Theparchment had been perfumed, and the scent warred with that ofthe akasi blossoms beyond the screen. 'Bruli of the Kehotara. Hisfather, Mekasi, has tried to marry him off twice, and both courtingshave failed. Now the boy serves as a Patrol Leader in his father's

army, though he's not a brilliant tactician, apparently. Hiscompany has drawn only garrison duty since he took command.'The Spy Master tapped the parchment, a faint smile on his face. 'Iwould not, however, count him a fool. We can expect he is a maskfor another Minwanabi agent in his retinue, or an assassin in hisown right.'

Mara recovered the parchment from Arakasi, her lip pinchedtightly between her teeth. To refuse to consider the petition of Bruliof the Kehotara would be a public admission of weakness. 'Theyintend to shame me, or kill me,' she said, but the sick feeling of fearin her heart could not be heard in her voice. 'I say we take the baitand turn it sour.'

The slightest bit shy in her new role as First Adviser, Nacoyaoffered no comment; but Arakasi sat utterly still. 'That could beperilous, mistress. Bruli's father, Mekasi, is a gambler and not agood one. He lost enough that his estates are heavily mortgaged.His son is a vain boy who insists that everything he wears or uses beonly of the costliest work, and his two older sisters and olderbrother were similarly indulged. Their spending on top of existingdebts has nearly ruined their father. The Minwanabi cleared theaccounts, but not out of charity. What makes Mekasi of theKehotara truly dangerous is that his family tradition is sworn to theancient code of Tan-jin-qu.'

Mara's hand tightened on the parchment, for she had not beenaware of this detail. The code of Tan-jin-qu - the name was ancientTsurani for 'lifelong' or 'until death' - meant that Mekasi hadbound the Kehotara to the Minwanabi in an ancient form ofvassalage, almost forgotten except as an historical oddity. By itsterms, any pledge made was impossible to revoke, amend, ormodify. If Mekasi of the Kehotara vowed obedience to the Lord ofthe Minwanabi, he would murder his children without hesitationupon jingu's order. As betrayed alliances were common fare in theGame of the Council, Tan-jin-qu made the Kehotara as dependableas if they were part of the Minwanabi household, even more
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dependable than families in the same clan. Only when Mekasi diedand his eldest son assumed the mantle of Lord could the familynegotiate a new beginning. Until then the Kehotara could not bethreatened, bullied, bought, or bribed to betray the Minwanabi.'Well then,' said Mara, a determined set to her shoulders, 'wemust make sure this Bruli is entertained in a manner befitting hisstation.' Arakasi looked keenly at his mistress.Trying to seem bland, for Mara's suggestion was no trifle,Nacoya said, 'I assume you intend to grant this petition a hearing?''Of course.' Mara seemed distant. 'We must not be hasty inrebuffing this overture. Do we wish to offer insult to so august apersonage as the Lord of the Kehotara?'

'Then you have a plan.' Arakasi smiled slowly.Mara responded without humour. 'No. But I will have, by thetime this minion of jingu's presents himself - that is, if your agentscan gather me all the information they have on Bruli and his family,before his retinue arrives.'

Forced to admire her boldness, Arakasi leaned forward. 'It will becostly. You shall have to cover the expenses of the fastest runners inthe Guild of Porters, and these must be sworn and bonded, so thattheir messages cannot be intercepted or tortured from them.''Of course,' answered Mara, though jican would howl. Menwilling to die for the integrity of the messages they carried could notbe hired for other than cold metal. 'See to this at once, Arakasi.'The Spy Master rose swiftly, his steps buoyed by exultation. Thiswas what his network was intended for! A bold player of the gamewho was unafraid to carve out the advantage; and the bonus wasthat Mara's target was an ally of the Minwanabi. Suddenly the dayseemed perfect.

 

Darkness sprang into light as the screens were thrown open,admitting the petitioner for marriage into the great hall of theAcoma. Bruli of the Kehotara was almost beautiful in his blacktrimmedred armour; and from the dais at the head of the hall,under the weight of her massive ceremonial costume, Mara saw atonce that Arakasi's agents had reported accurately. The man wasvain as a calley bird. He had good reason to be; slender yetmuscular, whereas the majority of men in the three central nationsof the Empire tended towards the stocky, he moved with the grace
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of a dancer. His blue eyes were a rare and startling counterpoint tohis almost black hair, and he had a warm smile. That he wouldhappily murder as soon as marry the woman he approached on thedais was not far from Mara's mind as she wistfully considered, forjust a moment, how different Bruli was from Bunto.

As if reading her mind, Nacoya leaned close and whispered.'He'd spend more time looking at himself in the mirror than lookingat you, daughter.'

Mara resisted a smile. Her pose remained outwardly formal asshe welcomed the second son of the Kehotara to her house.Two unprepossessing Kehotara warriors accompanied Bruli'slitter, while another six were housed with Acoma soldiers. Marawas certain the honour guard had been picked for their homelyappearance, to heighten the contrast to their master's handsomefeatures as they marched into the Lady of the Acoma's presence.One of the soldiers stepped forward, acting as Bruli's FirstAdviser. 'Lady Mara, I have the honour to introduce Bruli of theKehotara to you.'

Nacoya returned the ritual reply. 'The Lady Mara welcomes sohonoured a guest as Bruli of the Kehotara into our presence.'At that moment the small form of the runner slave appearedthrough a side door. He carried a baton marked with white ribbons,signalling the arrival of a message. Mara feigned a struggle to hiderelief. 'Bruli,' she said quickly, 'you are welcome in our home.Please ask for whatever you wish from our servants. They will seethat you are comfortable. Now, if you will excuse me, the press ofbusiness cannot be long ignored by the Lady of the Acoma. I will seeyou again, perhaps tomorrow?'

She rose, revealing a slenderness hidden until now by theelaborate ceremonial dress. Her bow was peremptory, and shestepped precipitously through a side screen, leaving Bruli of theKehotara with memorized words of poetry unsaid and a befuddledexpression on his face.

Nacoya took over smoothly, according to plan. Knowing vanityto be the great weakness of this young noble, she stepped to Bruli'sside, taking his arm and patting it in a motherly manner.Bruli's gaze hardened, still fixed upon the doorway throughwhich Mara had departed. 'Mother of wisdom, the Lady'sbehaviour borders on insult. What matter of business could not
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wait for my humble words of praise?' Bruli paused and touched hishair to reassure himself that he had not mussed it when he removedhis helm for his bow. 'Surely something more has caused the LadyMara to rebuff me in so abrupt a manner. Tell me, what is amiss?'Nacoya resisted a smile while steering the pretty man towards aside chamber prepared with tables of wine and fruit. 'Young sir,come take some refreshment. Then I will tell you what I havementioned to no other, for I think you handsome and wellmannered. Lady Mara is a young girl, despite being a widow. Herfather, brother and husband were all warriors, fine warriors, butthey are all she has ever known. She is weary of men in armour. Ifyou wish to court her favour, return at once to Sulan-Qu and seekthe best tailors there. Have them fashion lovely robes of soft weaveand jaunty colours. I think if you appeared tomorrow with the lookof the scholar or poet, not the warrior, that is more likely thananything to change her cold reception to your advances.'Bruli's forehead knitted in thought. To be a warrior was thehighest goal of any Tsurani male, but women had all sorts of oddnotions. His blue eyes came alight. 'Thank you ient mother.accepted the
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desperation, she hurried to meet her mistress. Who but a RulingLady would have seized upon Bruli's vanity and worked thatweakness into a plan? The Lords jingu of the Minwanabi andMekasi of the Kehotara would learn that matters of honour werenot always settled with weapons.

Still chuckling, Nacoya entered Mara's quarters, where jican andArakasi were already meeting with the Lady of the Acoma. Maralooked up from a scroll and noticed the hand still pressed tightlyover her First Adviser's mouth. 'You seem amused.'Nacoya sat, slowly, her disarranged hairpins sliding further toone side. 'If a foe can be bested without bloodshed, what harm if alittle entertainment can be derived from the act?'Mara's interest sharpened. 'Then our plan is working, mother ofmy heart?'

Nacoya returned a spirited nod. 'I think I can keep Bruli busy fora week or so and spare you the need to insult the Kehotara. The ideawe discussed looks promising.'

Mara nodded her approval, resuming her interrupted conversationwith jican. 'Did you say that Hokanu of the Shinzawairequests permission to call upon the Acoma?'

The hadonra consulted the parchment in his hand, which was ofquality penmanship but not an ornamented petition for marriage.'The Lord of the Shinzawai sends word that his son will be passingthrough on his way from their town home in jamar to the mainestates in the north. He begs leave to have Hokanu call upon you.'

Mara remembered Hokanu from the wedding, a striking, darklyhandsome man about her own age. She did not need Nacoya'sprompting to remind her that he had been one of the choices for herconsort before she had selected Buntokapi.

Aware of Arakasi's intent expression, Mara asked the SpyMaster's opinion.

'Hokanu's interest might be a wise thing to foster. The Shinzawaiare among the oldest and most influential families in the HighCouncil; the grandfather was Clan Kanazawai Warchief until heretired, then Kamatsu was. Two Warchiefs in succession from thesame family shows rare deftness in clan politics. And they are notvicious players of the Game of the Council, but have gained positionthrough skill and intelligence, with no blood feuds under way, andno debts. And they are the only major family beside the Xacatecas
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not in alliance with the Warlord, the Minwanabi, or the Anasati.But they are enmeshed in some plot of the Blue Wheel Party.'So Arakasi, too, thought an alliance through marriage wouldbenefit the Acoma. But Mara's interest was political only. 'Whatplot?'

'I don't know.' Arakasi gestured in frustration, 'My agents arenot well placed for getting inside information on the Blue Wheel. Ideduce a move is afoot to blunt the influence of the Warlord, sinceBlue Wheel sentiment within the council holds that Almechocommands too much power. Still, since Almecho's invasion of thebarbarian world, that movement has all but ceased to exist. Eventhe Shinzawai provide support. Kamatsu's oldest son, Kasumi, is aForce Leader of the Kanazawai forces upon Midkemia' - the SpyMaster frowned as he pronounced the foreign names -'facing thearmies of Crydee in the westernmost province of what thebarbarians call the Kingdom of the Isles.'

Mara was always astonished at the amount of informationArakasi could remember, even down to seemingly trivial details. Henever made notes or kept lists; other than coded messages disguisedas normal business documents, he never permitted his agents towrite their reports. And his intuitive guesses were uncanny.'Do you think the Blue Wheel Party has changed alliance?' sheasked.

'No.' Arakasi seemed certain. 'The world of Midkemia holds toomany riches for one man's gain, and Kamatsu is too crafty a playerof the game. I expect the Blue Wheel will withdraw support fromthe Alliance for War at a critical moment, leaving the Warlorddangerously overextended. If so, the aftermath should proveinteresting.'

Mara reconsidered the note from the Lord of the Shinzawai in thelight of this information and reluctantly decided to decline. Herplans for Bruli and the snarled state of Acoma financial affairswould prevent her from honouring Hokanu with the hospitality hedeserved. Later, perhaps, she would send him an invitation to makeup for the regret she must send now. 'Jican, instruct the scribes toanswer with a polite letter informing the younger son of the Lord ofthe Shinzawai that we will be unable to offer our hospitality at thistime ... My Lord's death has left much confusion in the affairs ofthe estate, and for this we must humbly beg understanding. I will
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sign the parchment personally, for Hokanu is one I earnestly wish

not to offend.'

jican made a note on his tally slate. Then his brow furrowed withmore than usual resignation. 'There is the matter of the late LordBunto's gambling debts, Lady.'

Tired of sitting, Mara rose and wandered over to the screen thatopened onto the garden. Staring at the flowers, said,'How much didhe lose?'

The hadonra answered without hesitation, as if the numbers hadhaunted his sleep for some nights. 'Seven thousand centuries ofmetal, twenty-seven dimis, and sixty-five cintis ... and four tenths.'Mara turned to face him. 'Can we pay it?'

'Certainly, though it will limit capital flow for a season, until thenext crop is sold off.' As if the matter pained him, jican added, 'Weshall have to deal in some credits.'

But the cho-ja craftsmen were starting to produce marketablejade; the time of debt would be short. Mara said, 'Pay them now.'jican made another note. 'Then there is the matter of the debt ofthe Lord of the Tuscalora.'

'What debt?' The Tuscalora lands bordered the Acoma holdingsto the south, and to Mara's knowledge there had been no ties ofbusiness with the Ruling Lord for several generations.jican sighed. 'Your husband was a poor gambler, but at wrestlinghe excelled. He defeated the Tuscalora champion on four occasions,and Lord jidu lost heavily each time. He wagered thirty centuries onthe first bout, and paid in gems. The second bout was for fivehundred centuries, and this he noted in a paper contract he sincechose not to honour, for the next two bets were wagered double ornothing. His champion was beaten; it was the talk of Sulan-Qu for aweek. At present the Lord of the Tuscalora owes the Acoma a totalof two thousand centuries.'

'Two thousand! That would ease our finances considerably.'jican shrugged. 'If he has assets to pay - I have sent two politereminders and received no answer at all, probably because the Lordhas extended himself on credit until this season's crops areharvested for market.'

'Send a strongly worded demand, over my personal chop.' Maralooked away a moment, thoughtfully, then added,'Much good willbe lost if anyone thinks he may take advantage because a woman is
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again ruling House Acoma. Let the Lord of the Tuscalora know Irequire an immediate answer.'

jican nodded. Mara allowed him to withdraw and, alone,considered the uneasy feeling that had arisen within her over theTuscalora debt to the House of the Acoma. Her neighbour to thesouth had been of no consequence, neither ally or enemy. But hisarmy was large enough to threaten Acoma safety should the matterof debt turn into contention between the two houses. But not todemand her rightful due was to invite gossip about Acomaweakness in every marketplace within the Empire. Mara sighed.The Lord of the Tuscalora was known for his touchy and belligerenttemperament. He disliked backing down, which was why Buntokapihad led the man so far into debt to begin with. Mara hoped thisone time jidu of the Tuscalora would prove a reasonable neighbour.

Mara read the parchment, her throat tightening with anger and nosmall amount of fear. Arakasi, Keyoke, Papewaio, and Nacoya allwaited silently as she finished the return message from the Lord ofthe Tuscalora. She sat silently for a long time, tapping the scrollagainst her fingers. Finally she said, 'We cannot ignore this. Keyoke,what would my father have done with a message like this?'The Force Commander said, 'The men would be arming, evennow.' He studied Sezu's daughter and added, 'I can march at yourword, mistress.'

Mara sighed, taking no pains to hide her distress from these, herfour closest advisers. 'I cannot accept this defiance and insult as adeclaration of war, Keyoke. For us to engage in conflict with theTuscalora would mean our destruction.'

Keyoke regarded her levelly. 'We can take his measure.'Mara's brown eyes were unflinching as she met her ForceCommander's stare. 'At what cost? The Tuscalora forces are not soinferior that we can march in and not suffer.' She shook her head.'Shall we find ourselves where we were after Father and Lano died?This time our enemies will not be so slow to strike.' Her voicebecame thick with frustration. 'Everything I have built, all that I'veendured, would be as nothing.'

Nacoya's old hand cut down in emphasis as she said, 'Then donothing, Lady. The amount is not so large as to warrant putting
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yourself and Ayaki at risk. Deal with this insulting little man whenyou are better able.'

Mara became very still. 'No, I must do something. For us toignore this rejection of our claim would be to announce to everyhouse in the Empire that we are unable to answer insult to ourhonour.' She dropped the parchment on a side table, as if it were

poisonous. 'This must be answered.

'Keyoke, have the entire garrison ready to march at first light. Iwish the men marshalled as close to the border of the Tuscaloraestates as possible without alerting his sentries.'Keyoke inclined his head. 'The terrain there is unfavourable for acharge. We would need twenty minutes to reach the estate houseshould trouble arise.'

Mara stared grimly at the flower bed beyond the screen. 'It shallbe as nothing to me if the assault takes five minutes or five hours. Bythe time you arrive, I would already be dead. No. We must carve ouradvantage through other things than strength of arms alone.'There followed a discussion of tactics that extended long pastdusk. Servants brought a repast that went largely untouched; evenArakasi's appetite seemed off. And in the end, when Keyoke andPapewaio had exhausted their knowledge of warcraft, Marasuggested another plan, the one that offered a dangerous hope.Nacoya grew silent and white-faced. Papewaio sat stroking hischin with his thumb, over and over again, while Keyoke simplylooked grim. But only Arakasi truly understood Mara's bitternessas she excused her advisers, saying, 'I will travel tomorrow toconfront Lord jidu. And if the gods are ill disposed to the Acoma,then our ruin will not be due to the plottings of the Anasati or thetreachery of the Minwanabi, but to an honourless man's seeking torenege on a debt.'
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Mara frowned.

She concealed her worry behind a fan of stiffened lace and voicedher desire to halt. Papewaio signalled the one other officer and fiftymen in her retinue, and the bearers set her litter down in thedooryard of the Tuscalora estate house.

Mara pulled aside the curtains to gain a better view of herunwilling host. jidu of the Tuscalora was a fat man, his face andjowls moon-round, and his eyelids long-lashed as a woman's. Bothplump wrists were covered with jade bracelets, and the bulgingcloth of his robe was sewn with discs of shell. He clinked like atinker when he moved, and perfumes hung around him in a nearlyvisible cloud.

From jican, Mara had learned that jidu's profits came only fromchocha-la bushes. The rare variety of chocha beans provided themost costly and desired confection in the Empire, and because of afreak concentration of minerals in his soil, the Tuscalora wereblessed with the most outstanding plantation in the Empire. Hadjidu the wits to operate in an organized fashion, he would have beena wealthy man. Instead, he was merely affluent.But poor estate management was no reason to presume theTuscalora ruler was ineffectual. Lord jidu's argumentative reputationhad more than once led to bloodshed with his neighbours tothe south. Only the Acoma strength, before Sezu's death, hadblunted the man's aggressive nature. Mara came expecting troubleand hoping to avoid conflict. Even as she greeted Lord jidu, herentire garrison, save a few guards along the outer perimeter of herproperty. were moving into place a short distance from theTuscalora border. If the matter came to battle, Tasido and Lujanwould lead a combined assault upon the Tuscalora, while Keyoke
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held the reserves to protect the home estate house. If Mara'scontingency plan failed - if the battle went against her and theAcoma could retreat in time to minimize their fatalities - enoughstrength remained to keep Ayaki alive until his Anasati grandfathercould rescue him. Mara put aside such thoughts. Under suchcircumstances, she would be dead and all would be in the hands ofthe gods - or Tecuma of the Anasati.

Warned of his visitor by a runner from his border guard, Lordjidu bowed without stepping from the shade of his foyer. ThatMara's honour guard came armed for battle did not ruffle him as heleaned casually against his doorpost and said, 'Lady Mara, your

arrival is an unexpected pleasure. To what do I owe the honour?'His face became instantly impassive as his visitor ordered herwarriors to stand at ease around her litter. The Lady clearlyintended to stay, despite the fact that the Lord of the Tuscalorapointedly scanted courtesy by not inviting her inside for refreshments.Chilled by the man's calculating eyes, Mara forced herself tobegin. 'Lord jidu, I have a note signed by you promising the sum oftwo thousand centuries in metal to my late husband. My hadonrahas communicated with your hadonra regarding this matter severaltimes in the last few weeks. When another request, personally madeby me, was delivered to you, you took it upon yourself to answerwith insult. I came to speak of this.'

'I'm not certain I take your meaning,' said the Lord of theTuscalora. He made a show of tossing aside a fruit rind and, with acurt motion of his head, sent one of his servants swiftly into thehouse. The next instant the runner flashed out through a sideentrance, sprinting for what surely would be the soldiers' quarters.'I mean this,' said Mara with all the forcefulness she couldmuster. 'When you say you do not feel obliged to respond to mymessage and would be pleased if I would cease "nagging at you,"you insult my honour, Lord jidu.' Pointing an accusatory finger, shelooked more the image of her father than she knew. 'How dare youspeak to me like some fishwife by the riverside! I am the Lady of theAcoma! I will not abide such instruction from any man! I demandthe respect I am due.'

The Lord pushed away from the doorpost, his manner no longerlanguid. Speaking as if to a child, he said, 'Lady Mara, betting debtsare not usually settled so directly. Your late husband understood.'
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mara snapped her fan shut, certain the man was stalling her. Theinstant his garrison received the call to arms, his mockingly paternalsolicitude would end. She swallowed, bitterly resolved, andanswered with the pride of her ancestors. 'My late husband nolonger rules, but I can assure you, had Lord Buntokapi receivedsuch impolite demands to "cease nagging," he would be challengingyou over the point of his sword. Don't think I will do less if you donot apologize at once and make good the debt.'Lord jidu stroked his plump waistline like a man just rising froma feast. He watched Mara keenly, and his confidence warned herbefore the rattle of armour and weapons that a squad of Tuscalorasoldiers hurried into view. Papewaio went tense by her side. Thesewere not slack household guards but soldiers well seasoned byextended duty on the border. They stationed themselves at eitherside of the doorway, in an advantageous formation: in the event ofattack, the Acoma bowmen would be forced to fire uphill, and intothe glare of the sun.

Pulling himself up to the limit of his squat stature, Lord jidustopped stroking his stomach. 'If I avow that your demand forpayment is an affront, what then, Lady Mara To pester me for thesums due you implies I will not pay my debt. I think you may haveinsulted Tuscalora honour.'

The accusation caused the soldiers by the door to clap hands totheir sword hilts. Their discipline was faultless; and their readinessto charge, a palpable tension in the air. Papewaio signalled theAcoma retinue, and as smoothly the Lady's green-armoured guardclosed protectively about the litter, shields angled outward.Surrounded by men who sweated with nerves and determination,Mara resisted the need to blot her own damp palms. Had her fatherfelt the same fear as he charged on the barbarian world, knowing hisdeath awaited? Fighting to maintain an outward appearance ofcalm, Mara looked between the shield rims of her bodyguard andlocked stares with the Lord of the Tuscalora. 'Then we agree wehave a cause to settle.'

Sweat sparkled on jidu's upper lip, yet his eyes were not cowed.He flicked his fingers, and instantly his line of soldiers crouched inpreparation for a charge. Almost inaudibly Papewaio murmuredfor his own men to hold steady. But his heel scuffed backward in thegravel, and behind the litter Mara heard a faint rustle. The archer
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crouched there, beyond the view of the estate house, had seen the

signal. Surreptitiously he strung his bow, and Mara felt fear like ablade in her heart. Papewaio was preparing to fight, and hisinstincts in matters of war were uncanny.

Still, Lord Jidu's reply all but unnerved her. 'You speak boldly,for one who sits deep in the heart of Tuscalora lands.'Mara arose from her litter and stood motionless in the sunlight.'If Acoma honour is not satisfied, blood must answer.'The two rulers measured each other; then Lord jidu flicked aglance over Mara's fifty guards. His own squad was three times thatnumber, and by now his reserves would be armed and awaitingorders from their Strike Leaders, to rush the estate borders wherescouts had earlier reported the presence of soldiers in Acoma green.The Lord of the Tuscalora lowered his brows in a manner thatcaused his servants to duck quickly inside the estate house. 'Theblood spilled will be Acoma, Lady!'And the man's plump hand roseand signalled the charge.

Swords scraped from scabbards, and the Tuscalora archerssnapped off a flight of arrows, even as their front ranks rushedforward. Mara heard battle cries from the throats of her ownsoldiers; then Papewaio shoved her down and sideways, out of theline of fire. But his action came too late. Mara felt a thud against herupper arm that turned her half around. She fell back, through gauzecurtains and onto the cushions of her litter, a Tuscalora arrow withits pale blue feathers protruding from her flesh. Her vision swam,but she made no outcry.

Dizziness made the sky seem to turn above her as the shields ofher defenders clicked together, barely an instant before the enemyclosed their charge.

Weapons clashed and shields rang. Gravel scattered understraining feet. Through the haze of discomfort, Mara concentratedupon the fact that the one Acoma archer who mattered had not yetreleased his round. 'Pape, the signal,' she said through clenchedteeth. Her voice sounded weak in her own ear.

Her powerful Strike Leader did not answer. Blinking sweat fromher eyes, Mara squinted through sunlight and whirling blades untilshe found the plumed helm. But Papewaio could not come to her,beset as he was by enemies. Even as Mara watched him dispatch onewith a thrust to the neck, two others in Tuscalora blue leaped over
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their dying comrade to engage him. Plainly, jidu's orders had beento cut down the one Acoma officer, in the hope that his death mightthrow Mara's guard into disarray.

Through her pain, Mara admired the merit of such tactics. Withthe high number of newcomers among the Acoma guard, and littleor no encounters on the battlefield, many of these men were fightingwith shieldmates who were strange to them. And against therelentless, concentrated attack of jidu's finest warriors, evenPapewaio was hard-pressed. Mara gritted her teeth. Only minutesremained before the enemy overwhelmed her guard, and the planshe had devised to avoid their massacre had yet to be put into effect.She gripped the side of the litter, but even that small movementcaused the arrow in her arm to grate against bone. Agony shotthrough her body; she whimpered through locked teeth andstruggled not to faint.

Blades screeched in a bind, seemingly over her head. Then anAcoma guard crashed back and fell, blood spraying through a rentin his armour. He shuddered, his opened eyes reflecting sky. Thenhis lips framed a parting prayer to Chochocan, and his handslackened on his sword. Mara felt tears sting her eyes. Thus herfather had died, and Lano; the thought of little Ayaki spitted on anenemy spear turned her sick with fury.

She reached out and caught the sweat-damp grip of the fallensoldier's sword. Using the blade as a prop, she dragged herself to herknees. The sun fell hot on her head, and her eyes swam with pain.Through waves of faintness, she saw that an unlucky arrow hadmanaged to dispatch her precious archer. He lay moaning with hishands clenched over his gut. And the signal arrow that wouldsummon Lujan and Tasido to action sparkled unused at his feet.Mara groaned. Shouts beat against her ears, and the clash ofblade on blade seemed like drum rolls in the temple of Turakamu.Papewaio called an order, and the Acoma still able to fight closedranks, stepping back of necessity over the still-warm bodies of theircomrades. Mara prayed to Lashima for strength and reached outwith unsteady hands for the fallen archer's bow.The horn bow was heavy and awkward, and the arrow slippery inher sweaty hands. Mara notched the shaft with raw determination.Her hand faltered on the string, and the arrow tilted, sliding. She
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managed to recover it, but the rush of blood to her headmomentarily blackened her vision.

She willed herself to continue by touch. Sight cleared in patches;another man crashed against her litter, his blood pattering into

streaks across white gauze. Mara braced the bow and strove againstweakness and pain to draw.

Her effort failed. Tearing agony laced her shoulder, and her lipsdrew back in a cry she could not stifle. Weeping tears of shame, sheclosed her eyes and tried again. The bow resisted her like iron-root.Tremors shook her body, and faintness stifled her awareness likedark felt. As the cries of the men and the clatter of weapons dimmedin her ears, still she strove to pull a bow that probably would havedefeated her strength when she was in perfect health.Suddenly someone's arms supported her. Sure hands reachedaround her shoulders and closed firmly on the fingers she heldclenched to leather grip and string. And like a miracle, a man'sstrength joined hers, and the bow bent, paused, and released.With a scream audible through the noise of battle, the signalarrow leaped into the sky; and the Ruling Lady of the Acoma passedout into the lap of a man with a leg wound, who, but for the gracelent by her cunning, would have died a condemned criminal in thewilderness. He eased his mistress's slender form onto the stainedcushions of her litter. The strip he should have used to bind his ownhurt he pressed to staunch the blood from the arrow wound inMara's shoulder, while around him the Tuscalora pressed in for thevictory.

 

Lord jidu ignored the chilled fruit at his side as he sat forwardeagerly upon his cushion. He motioned for a slave to fan cool airupon him while he sat watching the finish of the battle in hisdooryard. Perspiration from excitement dripped off his forehead ashe regarded his imminent victory - though it seemed to be longer incoming than he had expected. Many of his best warriors bled uponthe gravel walk, no small few felled by the black-haired Acomaofficer who fought with his hands drenched red to the wrists. Heseemed invincible, his blade rising and falling with fatal regularity.But victory would come to the Tuscalora, despite the officer'saptness at killing. One by one the ranks at his side diminished,overwhelmed by superior numbers. For a moment jidu considered
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ordering him captured, for his worth in the arena would recover thecost of this battle. Then the Lord of the Tuscalora discarded thethought. Best to end this quickly. There was still the matter of theother force of Acoma soldiers on his border, now attacking, nodoubt, upon the release of that signal arrow. At least one Tuscaloraarcher had struck the Lady. Perhaps she bled to death even now.Lord Jidu took a drink from the tray. He drew a long sip, andsighed in anticipation. The question of this debt he had incurredwhile gambling with Lord Buntokapi was coming to a betterconclusion that he could have hoped. Perhaps he might gain theAcoma natami, to bury upside down beside the bones of Tuscaloraancestors. Then the Lord Jidu considered Tecuma of the Anasati,ignorant of this battle. A laugh shook his fat throat. Capture theAcoma brat and force Tecuma to terms! The boy in exchange forwithdrawal of Anasati support from the Alliance for War! jidusmiled at the thought. The Great Game dealt blows to the strong aswell as the weak; and any ally of the Warlord's was to be balked, forwar inevitably bent the monkeys of commerce away from chochaand into the pockets of armourers and weapons masters.But all would depend on this victory, and the Acoma soldierswere showing an alarming reluctance to die. Perhaps, thought jidu,he had ordered too many to attack the force on the border. Alreadyboth sides had been reduced, but now the odds were little betterthan two to one in favour of the Tuscalora. Again the green plumeof the Acoma officer fell back, and the First Strike Leader of theTuscalora shouted to his men to close. Now only a handful ofsoldiers remained, crowded against Mara's litter with their swordsswinging in tired hands. Their end was certain now.Then a breathless messenger raced up to the estate house. Theman prostrated himself at his master's feet. 'Lord, Acoma troopshave penetrated the orchards and fired the chocha-la bushes.'jidu bellowed in fury for his hadonra; but worse news followed.The messenger took a gasping breath and finished his report. 'TwoAcoma Strike Leaders with a force of three hundred warriors havetaken position between the burning crops and the river. None of ourworkers can get through to battle the blaze.'

The Lord of the Tuscalora leaped to his feet. Now the situationwas critical; chocha-la bushes matured with extreme slowness, anda new field would not mature to yield sufficient harvest to recover
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his loss within his lifetime. If the bushes burned, the proceeds fromthis year's crop could not pay off the creditors. Ruin would bevisited upon jidu's house, and Tuscalora wealth would be as ashes.

Gesturing for the exhausted messenger to move clear of his path,the Lord of the Tuscalora shouted to his runner. 'Call up theauxiliary squads from the barracks! Send them to clear a way for theworkers!'

The boy ran; and suddenly the fact that Mara's escort were nearlydefeated lost its savour. Smoke turned the morning sky black andevil with soot. Plainly, the fires had been expertly set. Lord Jidualmost struck the second messenger, who arrived panting to reportthat shortly the crops would be ablaze beyond hope of salvage unlessthe Acoma force could be neutralized to allow water brigadesaccess to the river.

jidu hesitated, then signalled a horn bearer. 'Call withdraw!' heordered bitterly. Mara had set him to select between hard choices:either surrender honour and admit his default as a dishonour, ordestroy her at the price of his own house's destruction.The herald blew a series of notes and the Tuscalora Strike Leaderturned in open astonishment. Final victory was only momentsaway, but his master was signalling him to order withdraw. Tsuraniobedience told, and instantly he had his men backing away from thesurrounded Acoma guards.

Of the fifty soldiers who had arrived upon the Tuscalora estates,fewer than twenty stood before their Lady's blood-splattered litter.jidu shouted, 'I seek truce.'

'Offer the Lady of the Acoma your formal apology,' shouted thegreen-plumed officer, who stood with sword at the ready shouldcombat resume. 'Satisfy her honour, Lord jidu, and Acomawarriors will lay down their weapons and aid your men to save thecrops.'

'The Lord of the Tuscalora jiggled from foot to foot, furious torealize he had been duped. The girl in the litter had planned thisstrategy from the start; what a vicious twist it set upon the situation.If Jidu deliberated, if he even took time to dispatch runners tosurvey the extent of the damage to determine whether his force hada hope of breaking through, he might forfeit all. No choiceremained but to capitulate.

'I concede the honour of the Acoma,' shouted Lord jidu, though
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the shame gripped him as though he had eaten unripe grapes. HisFirst Strike Leader called orders for the warriors to lay down theirarms, with reluctance.

The Acoma soldiers left living unlocked their shield wall, wearybut proud. Papewaio's eyes flashed victory, but as he turnedtowards the litter to share victory with his Lady, his sweat-streakedfeatures went rigid. He bent hastily, the bloody sword forgotten inhis hand; and for a last, vicious instant, the Lord of the Tuscaloraprayed that fortune favoured him. For if the Lady Mara lay dead,the Tuscalora were ruined.

 

Mara roused, her head aching, her arm aflame. An Acoma soldierwas binding it with a torn shred of litter curtain. 'What . . .' shebegan weakly.

Papewaio's face suddenly loomed over her. 'My Lady?''What has passed?' she asked, her voice sounding small.'As you hoped, jidu ordered a withdrawal when his fields werethreatened.' He glanced over his shoulder, where his battered andweary squad stood ready, and said, 'We are still in danger, but Ithink you hold the stronger position for the moment. But you needto speak with jidu, now, before matters turn for the worse.'Mara shook her head and allowed Papewaio and another soldierto lift her from her litter. Her feet seemed to betray her. She wasforced to cling to her Strike Leader's arm as slowly she made her'way over blood-spattered gravel to where her line of remainingsoldiers stood. Mara's vision was blurred. She blinked several timesto clear it, and noticed an acrid smell in the air. Smoke from the firedfields drifted like a pall over the estate house.'Mara!'jidu's shout was frantic. 'I propose a truce. Order yourmen to stand away from my fields and I'll admit I was wrong in notacknowledging my obligation.'

Mara regarded the fat, anxious man and coldly moved to turn thesituation to Acoma advantage. 'You attacked me without provocation.Did you think, after admitting you were wrong, I wouldforgive the slaughter of good men for payment of a debt you owe meanyway.

'We can settle our differences later,' cried jidu, his colour turningflorid. 'My fields burn.'

Mara nodded. Papewaio motioned with his sword point and a
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soldier sent another signal arrow overhead. Mara tried to speak,but weakness overcame her. She whispered to Papewaio, whoshouted, 'My mistress says our workers will put out the fires. But

our men will maintain position with lit torches. Should anythinghere go amiss, the chocha-la fields will be reduced to ashes.'jidu's eyes went feral as he struggled to think of a way anadvantage might still be gained. A ragged, smoke-stained runnerraced into the dooryard. 'Master, Acoma soldiers repulse our men.The auxiliaries failed to open a way to the river.'The Lord of the Tuscalora lost his resolve. Painfully resigned, hesank to his cushions and rubbed his hands on chubby knees. 'Verywell, Mara. I accept the inevitable. We shall abide by your wishes.'He said to his First Strike Leader, 'Put up your arms.'

The Lord of the Tuscalora looked on uneasily while Mara shiftedher weight to ease her wounded arm. The Lady of the Acoma hadrefused jidu's offer to let his healer tend her; instead she had settledfor a field bandage contrived by Papewaio. Acoma soldiers still heldposition amid the chocha-la, and the Tuscalora Force Commanderconfirmed the worst. The Acoma could fire the fields again beforethey could be forced back.

jidu sweated and strove desperately to pass the matter off as amisunderstanding. 'It was an agreement between men, my Lady. Ihad many wagers with your late husband. Sometimes he won,sometimes I won. We let the sums accumulate, and when I won abet. the amount was deducted. If later I chanced to gain theadvantage, I let the debt ride in turn. It's ... a gentleman'sagreement.'

'Well, I do not gamble, Lord jidu.' Mara turned dark, angry eyesupon her unwilling host. 'I think we shall simply settle for payment... and indemnity for the damage done my honour. Acoma soldiersdied this day.'

'You ask the impossible!'The Lord of the Tuscalora flung pudgyhands in the air in an un-Tsurani-like display of distress.Mara raised her eyebrows. 'You still choose not to honour thisdebt?' She glanced pointedly towards the Acoma soldiers whoclustered close at hand, an archer in their midst ready to launchanother signal arrow. jidu stared at the shell sequins ornamentinghis sandals. 'Ah, my Lady ... I'm sorry to cause you inconvenience.
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But threats cannot change the fact that I am unable to honour thedebt at this time. Of course, I will meet my obligation in full theinstant my circumstances permit. On this you have my uncompromisedword.'

Mara sat very still. Her voice held a hard and bitter edge. 'I amnot presently inclined towards patience, Lord jidu. How soon may Iexpect payment?'

jidu looked abashed as he admitted, 'I have recently sufferedpersonal reversals, Lady Mara. But I can safely promise compensationwhen this year's crop goes to market.'

If it goes to market, Mara thought pointedly. She sat back. 'Thechocha-la harvest is not due for another three months, Lord jidu.You expect me to wait until then for two thousand centuries ofmetal - and my indemnity?'

'But you must,' the Lord of the Tuscalora exclaimed miserably.He motioned in distress to the short, thin man who sat at hismaster's side. Sijana, the Tuscalora hadonra, shuffled scrolls in ahasty review of the estate's finances. He whispered furiously in hismaster's ear and paused, expectant. Lord Jidu patted his stomachwith renewed confidence. 'Actually, Lady, two thousand centuriescan be paid now - plus another five hundred to repair the damageyou've suffered. But a single payment of that size would prevent mefrom expanding the planting for next year. Lord Buntokapiunderstood this and promised to allow a favourable repaymentschedule, five hundred centuries a year for the next four years - fiveyears to cover the restitution.' The hadonra's nod of satisfactionturned to dismay; a deep flush rose from jidu's collar as he realizedhis words had contradicted his earlier insistence that his debt was tobe left to wait upon the outcome of future wagers. Since Mara wascertain to seize upon this small but shameful lie, he quickly added,'I'll pay interest, of course.'

Heavy silence fell, punctuated by jidu's heavy breathing and anear-imperceptible creak of armour as Papewaio shifted his weightto the balls of his feet. Mara used her good hand to open her fan, hermanner poisonously sweet. 'You argue like a moneylender, whileAcoma soldiers lie dead outside your door? If my late Lord chose tooffer terms on the debt, so be it. Produce the document and we shallabide by the terms.'
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jidu blinked. 'But our agreement was spoken, Lady Mara, apromise between noblemen.'

The fan vibrated in the air as Mara reined back rage. 'You haveno proof? And yet you haggle?'

 

With his fields held hostage, jidu shied from bringing up mattersof honour again. 'You have my word, my Lady.'

Mara winced. The Lord of the Tuscalora had created a situationwhere she could only call him forsworn, an insult no ruler couldignore. Etiquette demanded that the Lady of the Acoma accept theagreement, thereby gaining nothing for the next three months, andthen only a fifth of what was due, or resume the useless slaughter.The fan poised motionless in her hand. 'But this debt is overduealready, Lord Jidu,' she said. 'Your hadonra's failure to acknowledgeinquiries in timely fashion brought about this impasse. I willbrook no more delays, or your fields will be put to the torch.''What do you propose?' he asked weakly.

Mara rested her pretty fan on her knee. Though her woundobviously taxed her, she judged her moment perfectly, offering acounterbargain before jidu's wits could recover. 'My Lord, youown a small strip of land between my northern and southern needrafields, cut down the middle by the dry stream bed.'jidu nodded. 'I know the land.' He had once offered to sell thatsame acreage to Mara's father; Sezu had declined, because the landwas useless. The banks of the dried stream were rocky and erodedand much too steep to cultivate. A crafty expression crossed thefeatures of the Lord of the Tuscalora. 'Have you a need for thatland, my Lady?'

Mara tapped her fan, thoughtful. 'We recently gave the use of ourupper meadow to the cho-ja. Now, jican might find it useful forthose lower fields to be connected, perhaps with a plank bridge sothe needra calves can cross without injuring their legs.' Recallingthe stray note Sezu had left penned in one corner of a very tatteredmap, Mara stifled a smile. As if conceding a favour, she added,'Lord jidu, I am willing to cancel your debt in exchange for the landand all privileges granted along with it. Also, you will vow not tooppose the Acoma for the remainder of your life.'The wizened hadonra stiffened in poorly hidden alarm; hewhispered in his master's ear. The Lord of the Tuscalora heard him,,then smiled unctuously at Mara. 'As long as the Tuscalora areallowed access to the Imperial Highway for our wagons, I'll agree.'
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The Lady of the Acoma returned a gracious wave of her fan. 'Butof course. Your workers may drive your wagons down the gully tothe highway anytime they wish, Lord jidu.'

'Done!'Lord jidu's cheeks bulged into a smile. 'My word upon it!And gladly.'Then in an attempt to reduce tensions, he bowed low. 'Ialso salute your courage and wisdom, Lady, that this unfortunateconfrontation has brought a closer bond between our two families.'Mara gestured to Papewaio, who helped her rise. 'I'll have yourvow, jidu. Bring out your family sword.'

For a moment there was tension in the air again, for Mara waspublicly demanding the most sacred oath in place of a simpleassurance. Still, until the Tuscalora fields were dear of Acomawarriors, Lord jidu dared not protest. He sent a servant to fetch theancient sword of his forefathers, one as old as any in the Empire,precious steel wrapped in a simple sheath of cane wood. WhileMara and her officer looked on, the Lord of the Tuscalora grippedthe hilt and pronounced his oath to abide by his promise in the nameof his ancestors.

At last satisfied, Mara gestured to her soldiers. They helped herback into her bloodstained litter. Her face seemed pale as she layback in her cushions. Gently her retinue lifted her onto theirshoulders. As they prepared to carry their wounded mistress home,Mara nodded-at the Lord of the Tuscalora. 'The debt is met fairly,jidu. I will gladly tell anyone who asks that the Lord of theTuscalora is a man of honour who meets his obligations withoutflinching.' Then she added, pointedly, 'And abides by his promises.All will know your word is your bond.'

The Lord of the Tuscalora stood unflinching under the sting ofher sarcasm. He had underrated her and had lost a great deal ofprestige through the mistake. But at least the breach of honourwould not become public knowledge, and for that small grace hethanked the heavens.

 

When the Acoma retinue was safely away from the Tuscalorahouse, Mara closed her eyes and hid her face in her hands. Alarmed,Papewaio stepped closer to the litter. 'You took a very great risk, myLady. Yet you triumphed.'

Mara's reply came muffled through her hands. 'Many brave menwere killed.'
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Papewaio nodded. 'But they died like warriors, mistress. Thosewho gained honour at your command will sing your praises beforethe gods.' He fell silent then, for the litter seemed to be shaking. 'MyLady?'

Papewaio looked to see what ailed his mistress. Behind the shield

of her palms, Mara was weeping with anger. Papewaio left her toher own release for a time, then said, 'If the gully is flooded, the Lordof the Tuscalora will have no easy way to take his crops to market.'Mara's hands came down. Despite red eyes and a white face, herexpression showed crafty triumph. 'If jidu is forced to use the longpass around the gorge to reach the Imperial Highway, his chocha-lawill spoil with mould by the time it reaches Sulan-Qu. That willcause hardship for my Lord of the Tuscalora, for I doubt he'll beable to pay the toll I will impose upon use of my needra bridge.'When Papewaio turned curious eyes upon his mistress, she added,'You heard jidu vow never to oppose the Acoma? Well, that is astart. That fat dog will be my first vassal. Within the season, Pape,within the season.'

The Acoma Strike Leader marched along, considering what thisyoung woman had accomplished since he had accompanied Keyoketo the temple to bring her home. He nodded once to himself. Yes,jidu of the Tuscalora would bend his knee before Mara or elseforfeit his harvest. Such were the ways of the game, and Mara hadgained the victory. There could be no doubt.

 

The brightly painted litter sitting in the dooryard of the Acomaestate house confirmed that Bruli of the Kehotara awaited the Ladyof the Acoma. Mara reined in her irritation. Returned from the hiveof the cho-ja, whose growing Queen had offered wonderful balmsfor healing Mara's shoulder, the young woman dismissed herbearers and escort. She must at last offer her personal greetingbefore giving Bruli an excuse to quit her presence, or else risk insultto the Kehotara. Which, Mara considered, might just be one of thereasons the Lord of the Minwanabi had dispatched his vassal'shandsome son to the Acoma estate.

Misa, the prettier of her personal maids, waited just inside thedoor. She held a comb and brush, and one arm was draped with arichly embroidered overrobe whose colours would set off hermistress's dark eyes. Recognizing the hand of Nacoya in the
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appointing of the welcoming committee, Mara submitted withoutcomment. With the slightest of frowns marring her brow, she stoodwhile Misa's hands expertly arranged her hair into a knot fastenedwith jewelled pins. The overrobe fastened in front with a row offlimsy ribbons, yet hid the white bandage that dressed the wound onher upper arm. Questioning Nacoya's taste, Mara nodded brisklyfor Misa to retire, then made her way to the great hall whereNacoya was entertaining her guest in her absence.The young son of the Kehotara rose and bowed formally on herentrance. He wore a costly robe buttoned with sapphires, the highcut of the hem and sleeves showing his legs and arms to goodadvantage.

'Bruli, how pleasant to see you again.' Mara sat on the cushionsopposite the young man, bemused by his changed appearance. He wasa good-looking man. Inwardly, she considered that most young ladieswould have been flattered, even anxious, to be the focus of this suitor'sattention. his smile almost glowed and his charm was undeniable. Insome ways it was a pity he was born to a noble house, for he couldeasily have been a master of the Reed Life and retired wealthy from therewards of sharing his charms with powerful clients.'My Lady, I am pleased to see you again.' Bruli seated himself,neatly tucking his sandals beneath his calves. 'I trust the businesswith your neighbour went well?'

Mara nodded absently. 'Merely a small debt from jidu to my lateLord Buntokapi that needed settlement. The matter has beenresolved.'

A flicker of interest stirred in the eyes of the young man, at oddswith his languid expression. Reminded that Bruli might himself bean agent for the Minwanabi, Mara steered the conversation awayfrom her contention with Lord jidu. 'My outing this morning hasleft me tired and hot. If you will join me, I will have my servant bringwine and cakes to the garden.' To allow her tactic time to haveeffect, she seized upon the simplest excuse. 'I will meet you thereafter I change into a more comfortable robe.'

Nacoya nodded almost imperceptibly, telling Mara that herdelay had been opportune. The young suitor bowed. While aservant led him away, the First Adviser to the Acoma hurried to hermistress's side, her usual grouchy manner replaced by solicitude.'Did the cho-ja ease your pain?'
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'Yes.' Mara fingered the ribbons on the overrobe. 'Now, motherof my heart, will you explain to me what this silly frippery has to dowith our plans for young Bruli?'

Nacoya's eyes widened with evil delight. 'Ah, Mara-anni, youhave much to learn of the ways of men!'Taking her charge firmly by

the hand, she towed her off to her private quarters. 'This afternoonyou must do your best to be the temptress, my Lady. I have selectedappropriate raiment for you to wear after your bath.'Crossing the threshold, Nacoya displayed a conspirator's excitement.Servants could be heard pouring bath water behind the smallfolding partition, and several items of clothing had been neatly laidout upon the sleeping mat. Mara regarded her adviser's chosenoutfit with a sceptical eye. 'Nacoya, several pieces seem to bemissing.'

Nacoya smiled. She gathered up the skimpy lounging robe,commonly worn by ladies in the privacy of their own quarters.Nudity, per se, was not a social difficulty. Adults and children ofboth sexes bathed together and a small loincloth for swimming wasoptional. But like most things involved with courtship, provocationwas a condition of the mind. Worn in the garden in the presence of astranger, this slight gown would prove more alluring than if Marahad invited Bruli to swim naked with her.

Nacoya ran old fingers over the gauzy fabric, her mannersuddenly serious. 'For my small plan to work, Bruli must becomemotivated by more than the wish to please his father. If he comes todesire you, he will do things he otherwise would never consider.You must act as flirtatiously as you are able.'Mara almost winced. 'Shall I simper?' She turned sideways,surrendering the lace fan to one of the servants who arrived toremove her travelling robes.

'That might not hurt.' Nacoya stepped over to a chest and fishedout a small vial. Then she hummed softly over the splash of the bathwater; the song was an ancient courting tune she remembered fromher youth. Presently Mara emerged from behind the screen,swathed in soft towels. The old woman waved the servants asideand dabbed an exotic essence upon the girl's shoulders and wrists,and between her breasts. Then she lifted the towels aside; regardingthe nude form of her mistress, she resisted an impulse to cackle.'You've a fine, healthy body on you, Mara-anni. If you could
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practise a little more grace and elegance in your movement, youcould have all the blood gone from his head in a minute.'Not at all convinced, Mara turned towards the reflecting glass, acostly gift from a clan leader on her wedding day. Against its darkpatina, a dimmer shadow returned her gaze. Childbirth had left aminimum of stretch marks, the result of constant ministration ofspecial oils during her pregnancy. Her breasts were slightly largerthan before Ayaki's conception, but her stomach was as flat as ever.After giving birth to her son she had begun the practice of tan-che,the ancient formal dance that strengthened the body while keepingit limber. But Mara found little attractive in her slender form,particularly after having seen Teani's charms.'I'm going to feel terribly silly,' she confided to her image in theglass. Nevertheless, she allowed the servants to dress her in theskimpy robe, with several pieces of flashing jewellery and a ribbonupon her right ankle. Billowy sleeves concealed the dressing on herupper arm. Humming loudly now, Nacoya stepped behind hermistress and gathered her hair on top of her head. Binding it withivory and jade pins, she fussed and allowed a few wisps to dangleartfully down around Mara's face. 'There; men like the slightlydishevelled look. It puts them in mind of what ladies look like in themorning.'

'Bleary-eyed and puffy-faced?' Mara almost laughed.'Bah!' Nacoya shook her finger, deadly serious. 'You have yet tolearn what most women guess by instinct, Mara-anni. Beauty is asmuch attitude as face and form. If you enter the garden like anEmpress, slowly, moving as if every man who sees you is your slave,Bruli would ignore a dozen pretty dancing girls to take you to hisbed. As much as managing your estates, this skill is necessary for aRuling Lady. Remember this: move slowly. When you sit, or sipyour wine, be as elegant as you can, like a woman of the Reed Lifewhen she struts on her balcony over the streets. Smile and listen toBruli as if everything he says is stunningly brilliant, and should hejest, for the gods' sake laugh, even if the joke is poor. And if yourrobes move and part a little, let him peek a bit before you cover up. Iwish this son of the Kehotara to be snorting after you like a needrabull at breeding time.'

'Your plan had better prove worthwhile,' said Mara withdistaste. She ran her fingers through jingling layers of necklaces. 'I

Risks

 

307

 

feel like a merchant's manikin. But I will try to act like Bunto's littlewhore, Teani, if you think advantage will come of it.' Then hervoice gained an edge. 'Understand this, though, mother of my heart.I will not take this young calley bird to bed.'Nacoya smiled at her reference to the finely plumed birds kept by

many nobles for their beauty. 'A calley bird he is, mistress, and myplan requires that he show us his finest plumage.'Mara looked heavenward, then nodded. She started her usualbrisk walk, but remembered to move out the door with her bestimitation of a woman of the Reed Life. Attempting to be languid inher approach to the young suitor, Mara blushed with embarrassment.She thought her entrance was exaggerated to the point ofsilliness, but Bruli sat up straight upon his cushions. He smiledbroadly and jumped to his feet, bowing deferentially to the Lady ofthe Acoma; all the while his eyes drank in her image.Once Mara was installed upon her cushions, the young manmight even have poured her wine himself, but the servant, who wasactually Arakasi, accomplished the service before him. His mannershowed no trace of distrust, but Mara knew he would never let hismistress accept any cup touched by a vassal of the Minwanabi.Aware, suddenly, that Bruli had ceased talking, Mara flashed him abrilliant smile. Then, almost shyly, she lowered her eyes andpretended intent interest. His conversation seemed trivial, concerningpeople and events of seemingly little consequence. But shelistened to the gossip of the court and cities as if the subjectsfascinated her, and she laughed at Bruli's attempts at wit. Arakasidirected the house slaves, who came and went with trays of winesoakedfruit. As Bruli's breath smelled more and more strongly ofspirits, his tongue loosened, and his laughter boomed across thegarden. Once or twice he rested his fingers lightly on Mara's wrist,and though she was not in the least bit intoxicated, his gentlenesssent;i thrill through her body. Idly she wondered whether Nacoyawas right and there was more to love between man and woman thanBuntokapi's rough handling had shown.

But her inner barriers stayed raised. Though to Mara the act waslaughable, so awkward did she feel in the role of seductress, thedetached observer within her noted that Bruli seemed entranced.His gaze never left her. Once, as she waved Arakasi back to pourmore wine, the front of her robe parted slightly. As Nacoya had
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advised, she hesitated before closing the gap. Bruli's lashes widened,and his pretty eyes seemed nailed to the slight swell of bosomrevealed. How odd, she thought, that a man so handsome should bemoved by such a thing. He must have had many women; whyshould another not bore him? But Nacoya's wisdom was ancient.Mara followed her adviser's lead and a little later allowed her hemto creep upward slightly.

Bruli stumbled over his words. Smiling, sipping wine to hide hisclumsiness, he still could not help staring at the slowly increasingexpanse of her thigh.

Nacoya had been right; testing further, Mara said, 'Bruli, I mustbeg your leave to retire. But I hope you will have time to return to usin'- she pouted, as if thought were very difficult for her, then smiled- 'say, two days.' She rose with all the grace she could muster,artfully allowing her robe to fall more open than before. Bruli'scolour deepened. To Mara's gratification, he returned an emphaticassurance that he would return upon her pleasure. Then he sighed,as if two days seemed a long period.

Mara left the garden, aware that he watched her until shedisappeared into the shadows of the house. Nacoya waited at thefirst door, the glint in her eyes revealing that she had observed theentire hour's conversation.

'Do all men have their brains between their legs?' Mara inquired.Frowning, she compared Bruli's behaviour to what she rememberedof her father's stern manner and her brother's rakish charm.Nacoya hustled her mistress briskly away from the screen. 'Most,thank the gods.' Pausing before the door to Mara's quarters, sheadded, 'Mistress, women have few means to rule their own lives.You have the rare fortune to be a Ruling Lady. The rest of us live atthe whim of our lords or husbands or fathers, and what you havejust practised is the mightiest weapon at our command. Fear theman who doesn't desire a woman, for he will see you only as a toolor a foe.' Almost gloatingly, she patted Mara's shoulder. 'But ouryoung calley bird is smitten, I think, as much as working on hisfather's behalf. Now I will hurry to reach him in the outer courtyardbefore he takes his leave. I have a few suggestions on how he maywin you.'

Mara watched the old woman hurry energetically away, hairpinsleaning precariously to the left. Shaking her head at the follies of

life, she wondered what Nacoya would advise this silly young suitorfrom the Kehotara. Then she decided she would consider that in ahot tub. This display of womanly charms for the purpose ofinflaming Bruli had left her feeling slightly soiled.
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The boy's eyes opened wide.

Seated on his mat before the outer screen, the runner turnedtowards his mistress with a wondering look upon his face. The boywas new to his post, and Mara guessed his expression portended animpressive arrival in the dooryard. She dismissed the new warriors,both recruited only that morning. They took their bows, and as aservant arrived to show them to their barracks, Mara inquired ofher runner, 'Is it Bruli of the Kehotara?'

Young and still easily impressed, the slave boy nodded quickly.Mara stretched briefly and arose from amid stacks of parchmentsand tallies. Then she, too, stared in amazement. Bruli approachedthe great house in an ornate litter, obviously new, with ribbons ofpearl and shell inlay gleaming in the morning sunlight. He haddressed in silk robes, bordered in elaborate embroidery, and hishead covering was set with tiny sapphires, to enhance the colour ofhis eyes. Kehotara vanity did not end there. As if watching a pageantfrom a child's tale, Mara noticed that his litter bearers wereuniformly matched in height and physical perfection; with none ofthe ragged, beaten look of toil, these slaves were like young gods,tall and muscular, with bodies oiled like athletes. A full dozenmusicians accompanied the Kehotara honour guard. They playedwell and loudly upon horns and vielles as Bruli made his entrance.Bemused, Mara waved for a servant to tidy the scrolls, whileMisa helped her refresh her appearance. Nacoya had been up to herown machinations. On his last three visits the Acoma First Adviserhad fended the boy off, warning of her mistress's impatience with asuitor who did not display his wealth as a sign of ardour. TwiceBruli had dined in the garden, Mara again feeling like a piece ofmeat on display at a butcher's stall. But each time she laughed at
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some stupid joke or feigned surprise at some revelation about one oranother Lord in the High Council, Bruli was genuinely pleased. Heseemed totally infatuated with her. At their last meeting, Mara hadbriefly allowed him to express his passion with a parting kiss, deftlydisentangling herself from his embrace as his hands closed aroundher shoulders. He had called out an entreaty, but she duckedthrough the doorway, leaving him aroused and confused in thedappled moonlight of the garden. Nacoya had seen him to his litter,then returned with the certainty that the young man's frustrationserved to fan his desire.





Scented and wearing tiny bells on her wrists, Mara slipped into a

shamelessly scanty robe - where was Nacoya finding them, shewondered. Misa patted her mistress's hair into place and fastened itwith pins of emerald and jade. Then, her appearance complete,Mara left with mincing steps to greet her suitor.When at last she appeared, Bruli's eyes widened with glowingadmiration. He stepped somewhat awkwardly from his litter, hisback stiff and his weight centred carefully over his sandals. Marahad to suppress a laugh; his costly robes and headdress wereobviously heavy and uncomfortable. The ties on the sleeves lookedas if they pinched mightily, and the wide belt with its colouredstitching surely was constricting and hot. Yet Bruli bore up withevery appearance of enjoying himself. He smiled brilliantly at Maraand allowed her to lead him into the cool shadow of the estatehouse.

Seated in a room overlooking the garden with its fountain, Maracalled for wine with fruit and pastries. As always, Bruli's conversationbored her; but at his usual post by the wine tray Arakasigleaned some useful bits of information. The Spy Master hadconnected several of Bruli's remarks to things already learned by hisagents. Mara never ceased to be astonished at the information herSpy Master was able to divine from seemingly trivial gossip. Inprivate talks that followed Bruli's visits, Arakasi had fashionedsome interesting theories about activities in the High Council. If hisspeculation was correct, very soon the Blue Wheel Party wouldunilaterally withdraw from the war upon the barbarian world. TheWarlord's grandiose campaign would be seriously hampered.Should this occur, the Anasati, the Minwanabi, and Almecho'sother allies would certainly be pressured by demands for more
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support. Mara wondered if jingu would step up his attempts toeliminate her before the Minwanabi were forced to turn theirenergies elsewhere.

Bruli's chatter faltered, and belatedly Mara realized she had lostthe thread of his conversation. She filled in with an endearing smile,U aware that the expression made her strikingly pretty. Bruli's eyeswarmed in response. His emotion was entirely genuine, and for amoment Mara wondered how she would feel in his arms, comparedto the unpleasantness she had endured with Buntokapi. ThenArakasi leaned to slap an insect, and his clothing jostled the winetray. The unexpected movement caused Bruli to start, one handflying to the dagger hidden in his sash. In an instant the solicitoussuitor was transformed into a Tsurani warrior, all taut muscle andcold eyes. Mara's moment of sentiment died. This man might bemore civilized in his manner, more charming in his speech, morebeautiful in body and face than the brute she had once married, buthis heart was stern and commanding. Like Buntokapi, he would killor cause pain on the impulse of the instant, without even pausing forthought.

That recognition angered Mara, as if for an instant she hadlonged for something from this man; any man. That this longingwas a vain hope roused an irrational instinct to fight back. Feigningdiscomfort from the heat, Mara fanned herself, then pulled herbodice open and exposed most of her breasts to Bruli's view. Theeffect was immediate. The young man's battle instincts relaxed, likethe claws of a sarcat sheathed in softness. Another kind of tensionclaimed him, and he shifted closer to her.

Mara smiled, a ruthless gleam in her eyes. The small bells on herwrist sang in perfect sevenths as she brushed the young man's armwith a seemingly casual touch. 'I don't know what is wrong withme. Bruli, but I find the warmth oppressive. Would you care tobathe?'

The young man all but tore his finery in his haste to rise to his feet.He extended a hand to Mara, and she allowed him to raise her fromthe cushions without rearranging her clothing. Her robe gapedfurther, and Bruli caught a teasing glimpse of small but nicelyformed breasts and the hint of a taut stomach. Mara smiled as shenoted the focus of his attention. With slow, provocative movements,she rebound her sash, while small beads of perspiration

Seduction

 

3I3

 

sparkled into being beneath Bruli's headdress. 'You look very hot,'she observed.

The young man regarded her with unfeigned adoration. 'I am

always aflame with passion for you, my Lady.'

This time Mara encouraged his boldness. 'Wait here onemoment,' she said and, smiling in open invitation, stepped out tofind Nacoya.

The old woman sat just out of sight behind the screen, a piece ofembroidery in her lap. Mara noticed incongruously that the stitcheswere remarkably incoherent. Grateful to see that her First Adviserrequired no explanation of what had passed in the chamber by thegarden, she relayed swift instructions.

'I think we have our young jigabird cock ready to crow. Order thebath drawn. When I dismiss the attendants, allow us fifteen minutesalone. Then send in my runner with a message coded urgent, andhave Misa ready.' Mara paused, a flash of uncertainty showingthrough. 'You did say she admired the man?'

Nacoya returned a regretful shake of her head. 'Ah, daughter, donot worry for Misa. She likes men.'

Mara nodded and started to return to her suitor. But Nacoyatouched her wrist, the chime of tiny bells muffled in her wrinkledpalm. 'Lady, be cautious. Your house guards will see to your safety,but you play a dangerous game. You must judge carefully how farto push Bruli. He may become too impassioned to stop, and havingPape kill him for attempted rape would do the Acoma great harm atthis point.'

Mara considered her meagre experience with men and choseprudence. 'Send the runner ten minutes after we enter.''Go now.' Nacoya released her mistress with a pat of her hand.The old nurse smiled in the shadow. Thank the gods she had notneeded to lie; Misa was Mara's prettiest maid, and her appetite forhandsome men was a subject of shameless gossip among theservants. She would play her part with unfeigned joy.

Attendants emptied the last pitchers of cool water into the tub,bowed, and retired, closing the screen. Mara released Bruli's hand.The bells on her wrists tinkled sweetly as, with dancelike movements,she unfastened her sash and allowed her robe to slide off hershoulders. Beaded ornaments concealed the scar of her wound, and

3I4 Daughter of the Empire

 

the silk sighed over her ivory skin, slipping past her waist and overthe curve of her hips. As it drifted around her ankles to the floor,Mara lifted one bare foot, then the other, at last stepping free of thefolds. She mounted the steps to the top of the wooden tub,remembering to hold her stomach flat and her chin up. At the cornerof her vision she saw Bruli frantically shedding costly clothing; hergame with the robe had brought the young man close to the point oflosing decorum. When he tore off his loincloth, she witnessed theproof of her effect upon him. Mara refrained from laughing by onlya signal act of will. How silly men could look when excited.Bruli stretched. Confident that his body was worthy of admiration,he bounded to the tub, submerging his slender hips with asatisfied sound, as if he simply wished to soak. Mara knew better.Bruli had hoped for this moment, fretting with keenest anticipationfor the better part of the week. He opened his arms, inviting Mara tojoin him. She smiled instead and took up a vial and a cake of scentedsoap. The priceless metal bells on her wrists chimed with hermovements as she poured fragrant oils upon the surface of thewater. Rainbows shimmered into being around Bruli's athleticform. He closed his eyes in contentment, while the bells movedbehind him and small hands began to soap his back.'You feel very nice,' murmured Bruli.

Her hands melted away like ghosts. The bells sang a last showerof sound and fell silent, and the water rippled, gently. Bruli openedhis eyes to find Mara in the tub before him, soaping her slender bodywith sensuous abandon. He licked his lips, unaware of thecalculation in her pretty eyes. By the sloppy smile on his face, Maraguessed she was acting the part of the seductress convincingly.The man's breathing became nearly as heavy as Buntokapi's.Unsurprised when Bruli seized another cake of soap and reachedout to help, Mara twisted gracefully away and sank to her neck inthe water. Suds and rainbows of oil veiled her form, and as Brulistretched powerful hands towards her, the Lady forestalled himwith a smile. 'No, let me.' Bath oils lapped the brim of the tub as shecame to his side and playfully pushed his head under. The youngman came up sputtering and laughing, and grabbed. But Mara hadslid behind him. Tantalizingly, she began slowly to wash his hair.Bruli shivered with pleasure as he imagined the feel of her hands onother parts of his body. The hair washing worked downwards,
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became a gentle massage of his neck and back. Bruli pressedbackwards, feeling the twin points of Mara's breasts against hisshoulders. He reached over his head for her, but her elusive handsslithered forwards, caressing his collarbones and chest. Aware ofthe quiver in his flesh, Mara hoped her runner would appear

promptly. She was running out of ploys to delay, and in an odd wayshe had not anticipated, her own loins had begun to tighten. Thesensation frightened her, for Buntokapi's attentions had nevermade her feel this way. The scented soap filled the air with blossomfragrance, and the light of afternoon through the coloured screensmade the bathing room a soft, gentle place for lovers. But Maraknew that it could just as easily be a place for killing, with Papewaiting with his hand on his sword, just out of sight behind thescreen. This man was a vassal of the Minwanabi, an enemy, and shemust not lose control.

Tentatively she rubbed her hand down Bruli's stomach. Heshivered and smiled at her, just as the screen swished back to admitthe breathless form of her runner.

'Mistress, I beg forgiveness, but your hadonra reports a messageof the highest importance.'

Mara feigned a look of disappointment and raised herself fromthe tub. Servants rushed in with towels, and Bruli, tormented bylust, stared dumbly at the last glistening patches of nude flesh todisappear into the linens. Mara listened to the imaginary messageand turned with open regret. 'Bruli, I am most apologetic, but I mustleave and tend to an unexpected matter.'

She bit her lip, ready with an excuse should he ask what hadarisen, but his mind was so preoccupied with disappointment, heonly said, 'Can't it wait?'

'No.' Mara gestured helplessly. 'I'm afraid not.'Water sloshed as Bruli raised himself to object. Mara hastenedsolicitously to his side and pressed him back into the bath. 'Yourpleasure need not be spoiled.' She smiled, every inch the caringhostess, and called to one of her attendants. 'Misa, Bruli has notfinished his bathing. I think you should stay and tend him.'The prettiest of the towel bearers stepped forward and withouthesitation stripped off her robe and undergarment. Her figure wassoft, even stunning, but Bruli ignored her, watching only Mara asshe donned her clean robes and left the room. The door closed
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gently behind her. The son of Lord of the Kehotara drove a fist,splashing, into the bath water. Then, reluctantly, he noticed themaid. His frustration faded away, replaced by a hungry smile.He dived through suds and broken patches of sweet oils andgrabbed her by the shoulders. Hidden beyond the door, Mara didnot wait to see the finale but eased the slight crack in the screensoundlessly closed. Nacoya and Papewaio followed her a short waydown the corridor. 'You were right, Nacoya. I acted the empress,and he hardly noticed Misa until after I left.'A faint splash echoed from the bathing room, punctuated by agirlish squeal.

'He seems to have noticed her now,' Papewaio ventured.Nacoya brushed this away as unimportant. 'Misa will only whethis appetite all the more. He will now burn to have you, daughter. Ithink you have learned more of men than I had judged. Still, it isgood Bruli remained calm in your presence. Had Pape had to killhim . . .' She let the thought go unfinished.

'Well, he didn't.' Irritable and strangely sickened, Mara dismissedthe subject. 'Now I will go and shut myself away in thestudy. Tell me when Bruli has finished with Misa and departed.'Shedismissed her First Strike Leader and First Adviser with a wave.Only the runner remained, his boy's legs stretching in imitation of awarrior's long stride. For once his antics did not amuse. 'Send Jicanto the study,' Mara instructed him curtly. 'I have plans concerningthat land we acquired from the Lord of the Tuscalora.'Mara hurried purposefully forward, but a screech of infantlaughter melted her annoyance. Ayaki had awakened from hismidday nap. Indulgently smiling, Mara changed course for thenursery. Intrigue and the great Game of the Council could wait untilafter she had visited her son.

 

When next he arrived to court Mara, Bruli of the Kehotara wasaccompanied by a dozen dancers, all expert in their art, who spunand jumped with astonishing athletic grace as a full score ofmusicians played. The litter that followed this procession was yetanother new one, bedecked with metal and fringed with beadedgems. Mara squinted against the dazzle of reflected sunlight andjudged her suitor's style was approaching the pomp favoured by theLord of the Anasati.
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She whispered to Nacoya,'Why does each entrance become moreof a circus?'

The old woman rubbed her hands together. 'I've told your young

suitor that you appreciate a man who can proudly display hiswealth to the world, though I wasn't quite that obvious.'Mara returned a sceptical glance. 'How did you know he wouldlisten?'

Nacoya waved airily at the the young man who leaned hopefullyout of his litter, that he might catch a glimpse of the Lady he came tocourt. 'Daughter, have you not learned, even now? Love can makefools of even the best men.'

Mara nodded, at last understanding why her former nurse hadinsisted she play the wanton. Bruli could never have been coercedinto spending such a fortune simply to carry out his father's wishes.That morning Arakasi had received a report that the boy had comenear to bankrupting the already shaky financial standing of theKehotara. His father, Mekasi, would fare awkwardly if he had toappeal to jingu's good graces to save his honour.'To get between your legs, that boy would spend his fathercentiless.' With a shake of her head Nacoya said, 'He is to be pitied,a little. Serving up Misa in your stead has done what you wished:only heightened his appetite for you. The fool has fallen passionatelyin love.'

The First Adviser's comment was nearly lost in a fanfare of horns.Vielle players ripped into a finale of arpeggios as Bruli's partymounted the steps to the estate house and entered the garden. Thedancers simultaneously twirled, dropping in a semicircle of bowsbefore Mara as Bruli made his appearance. Now his black hair wascrimped into ringlets, and his arms bore heavy bracelets of chasedenamel work. As he came over to Mara, his strut faltered. Instead ofthe skimpy robe he had come to expect, she was wearing a formalwhite robe, with long sleeves and a hemline well below her knees.Though he sensed some difficulty, he managed his bow withgrace. 'My Lady?' he said as he waved his retinue aside.Mara motioned for her servants to stand apart. Frowning a little,as if she struggled with disappointment too great to hide, she said,

'Bruli, I have come to understand something.' She lowered her eyes.'I have been alone ... and you are a very handsome man. I ... I haveacted poorly.' She finished the rest in a rush. 'I have let desire rule
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my judgment, and now I discover that you think me another sillywoman to add to your list of conquests.'

'But no!' interrupted Bruli, instantly concerned. 'I think you aparagon among women, Mara.' His voice softened almost toreverence. 'More than that, I love you, Mara. I would neverconsider conquest concerning a woman I wish to wed.'His sincerity swayed Mara for only a second. Despite his beauty,Bruli was but another vain young warrior, with little gift forthought or wisdom.

Mara stepped back as he reached for her. 'I wish to believe you,Bruli, but your own actions deny your pretty words. just two nightsago you found my maid an easy substitute for. . .'How easily thelie came, she thought. 'I was ready to give myself to you, sweet Bruli.But I find you are simply another adventurer of the heart, and I apoor, plain widow.'

Bruli dropped immediately to one knee, a servant's gesture, andshocking for its sincerity. He began earnestly to profess his love, butMara turned sharply away. 'I cannot hear this. It breaks my heart.'Feigning injury too great to support, she fled the garden.As the tap of her sandals faded into the house, Bruli slowly rosefrom his knees. Finding Nacoya by his elbow, he gestured,inembarrassed confusion. 'Ancient mother, if she will not listen to me,how may I prove my love?'

Nacoya clucked understandingly and patted the young man'sarm, steering him deftly through musicians and dancers to hisdazzlingly appointed litter. 'Girls have little strength, Bruli. Youmust be gentle and patient. I think some small gift or another, sentwith a letter, or, better, a poem, might sway her heart. Perhaps one aday until she calls you back.' Touching the fringes with admiringhands, Nacoya said,'You had her won, you know. Had you shownrestraint enough to leave that maid alone, she surely would havebecome your wife.'

Frustration became too much for Bruli. 'But I thought she wishedme to take the girl!' His rings rattled as he folded his arms in pique.'The maid was certainly bold enough in the tub and ... it is not thefirst time I have been given a servant for sport by my host.'Nacoya played the role of grandmother to the limit of her ability.'Ah, you poor boy. You know so little about the heart of a female. Iwager no woman you paid court to ever sent her maids to warm

your bed.' She wagged her finger under his nose. 'It was anotherman who did so, eh?'

Bruli stared at the fine gravel of the path, forced to admit she wascorrect. Nacoya nodded briskly. 'See, it was, in a manner ofspeaking, a test.' As his eyes began to narrow, she said, 'Not bydesign, I assure you; simply put, had you dressed and left at once,my mistress would have been yours for the asking. Now. .Bruli flung back crimped locks and groaned. 'What am I to do?''As I said, gifts.' Nacoya's tone turned chiding. 'And I think you

should prove your passion may be answered only by true love. Sendaway those girls you keep at your hostelry in the city.'Bruli stiffened in immediate suspicion. 'You have spies! How elsecould you know I have two women of the Reed Life at my quartersin the city?'

Though Arakasi's operatives had indeed provided that fact,Nacoya only nodded in ancient wisdom. 'See, I guessed right! And ifan old, simple woman such as myself can guess, then so must myLady.' Short and wizened beside the proud warrior, she usheredhim to the dooryard where his litter waited. 'You must go, youngmaster Bruli. If your heart is to win its reward, you must not be seentalking overlong with me I My Lady might suspect me of advisingyou, and that would never please her. Go quickly, and be unstintingin the proof of your devotion.'

The son of Mekasi reluctantly settled onto his cushions. Hisslaves shouldered the poles of his gaudy litter, and like clockworktoys, the musicians began to play the appointed recessional.Dancers whirled in joyful gyrations, until a carping shout from theirmaster ended their display. The vielles scraped and fell silent, and alast, tardy horn player set the needra bulls bellowing in the pastures.How fitting that his send-off came from the beasts, Nacoya thoughtas, in a sombre band, his cortege departed for Sulan-Qu. The hotsun of midday wilted the flower garlands on the heads of thedancers and slaves, and almost the Acoma First Adviser felt sorryfor the young man. Almost.

 

The gifts began to arrive the next day. A rare bird that sang ahaunting song came first, with a note in fairly bad poetry. Nacoyaread it after Mara had laid it aside, and commented, 'The
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calligraphy is well practised. He must have spent a few dimis hiringa poet to write this.'

'Then he wasted his wealth. It's awful.' Mara waved for a servantto clear away the colourful paper wrappings that had covered thebird's cage. The bird itself hopped from perch to reed perch, singingits tiny heart out.

just then Arakasi bowed at the entrance of the study. 'My Lady. Ihave discovered the identity of the Kehotara agent.'As an afterthought, Mara directed the slaves to carry the bird toanother chamber. As its warble diminished down the corridor, shesaid, 'Who?'

Arakasi accepted her invitation to enter. 'One of Bruli's servantshurried to send a message, warning his father of his excesses, Ithink. But the odd thing is another slave, a porter, also left hismaster's town house to meet with a vegetable seller. Theirdiscussion did not concern produce, and it seems likely he was aMinwanabi agent.'

Mara twined a bit of ribbon between her fingers. 'Has anythingbeen done?'

Arakasi understood her perfectly. 'The first man had an unfortunateaccident. His message fell into the hands of anothervegetable seller who, it so chances, hates jingu.'The Spy Master withdrewa document from his robe, which he gravely offered to Mara.'You still smell like seshi tubers,' the Lady of the Acoma accusedgently, then went on to read the note. 'Yes, this proves yoursuppositions. It also suggests that Bruli had no idea he had a secondagent in his party.'

Arakasi frowned, as he always did when he read things upsidedown. 'If that figure is accurate, Bruli is close to placing his father infinancial peril.' The Spy Master paused to stroke his chin. 'Withjican's guidance, I convinced many of the craftsmen and merchantsto delay their bills until we wish them sent. Here the Acoma benefitfrom your practice of prompt payment.'

Mara nodded in acknowledgment. 'How much grace does thatleave the Kehotara?'

'Little. How long could any merchant afford to finance Bruli'scourtship? Soon they will send to the Lord of the Kehotara'shadonra for payment. I would love to be an insect upon the wallwatching when he receives that packet of bills.'
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Mara regarded her Spy Master keenly. 'You have more to say.'Arakasi raised his brows in surprise. 'You have come to know mevery well.' But his tone implied a question.

Silently Mara pointed to the foot he tapped gently on the carpet.'When you're finished, you always stop.'

 

The Spy Master came close to a grin. 'Sorceress,' he saidadmiringly; then his voice sobered. 'The Blue Wheel Party has justordered all their Force Commanders back from Midkemia, as wehad suspected they might.'

Mara's eyes narrowed. 'Then we have little time left to deal withthis vain and foolish boy. Within a few days his father will send forhim, even if he hasn't discovered the perilous state of his finances.'She tapped absently with the scroll while she considered her nextmove. 'Arakasi, watch for any attempts to send a messenger to Brulibefore Nacoya convinces him to make me a gift of that litter. And,old mother, the moment he does, call him to visit.' Mara's gazelingered long upon her two advisers. 'And hope we can deal withhim before his father orders him to kill me.'

 

Bruli sent a new gift each of the next four days. The servants piledthem in one corner of Mara's study, until Nacoya commentedsourly that the room resembled a market stall. The accumulationwas impressive - costly robes of the finest silk; exotic wines andfruits, imported to the central Empire at great cost; gems and evenmetal jewellery. At the last, on the fifth day following the afternoonshe had sent the young man away, the fabulous litter had arrived.Then Mara ordered Arakasi to send Bruli the second message, oneintercepted scarcely the day before. The Lord of the Kehotara had atlast received word of his son's excesses and sternly ordered the boyhome at once. In his instructions the angry old patriarch haddetailed exactly what he thought of his son's irresponsiblebehaviour.

Mara would have been amused, if not for Arakasi's agitationover how word of the incident had got through to the Kehotaralord without his agent's knowledge. The Spy Master had touchypride, and he regarded any failure, however slight, as a personalbetrayal of his duty. Also, his discovery of the Minwanabi agent inBruli's train had him concerned. If two agents, why not three?But events progressed too swiftly to investigate the matter. Bruli
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of the Kehotara returned to the Acoma estate house, and Maraagain attired herself in lounging robes and makeup to furtherconfuse her importunate suitor as he bowed and entered herpresence. The musicians were conspicuously absent, as were the fineclothes, the jewellery, and the crimped hair. Red-faced and ill atease, the young man rushed through the formalities of greeting.With no apology for his rudeness, Bruli blurted, 'Lady Mara, Ithank the gods you granted me an audience.'

Mara forestalled him, seemingly unaware that his ardour was nolonger entirely motivated by pas. -on. 'I think I may have misjudgedyou, dear one.' She stared shyly at the floor. 'Perhaps you weresincere. . .' Then, glowing with appeal, she added, 'If you wouldstay to supper we might speak again.'

Bruli responded with an expression of transparent relief. Adifficult conversation lay ahead of him, and the affair would beeasier if Mara's sympathies were restored to him. Also, if he couldcome away with a promise of engagement, his father's rage wouldbe less. The Acoma wealth was well established, and a few debtssurely could be paid off with a minimum of fuss. Confident allwould end well, Bruli waited while Mara instructed jican to assignquarters for Bruli's retinue. When the son of the Lord of theKehotara had been led away, Mara returned to her study, whereArakasi waited, once more in the guise of a vegetable seller.When she was certain of privacy, Mara said, 'When were youplanning to leave?'

Arakasi halted his pacing, a shadow against shadow in the cornermade dim by the piles of Bruli's gifts. The songbird sang incongruouslypretty notes through his words. 'Tonight, mistress.'Mara threw a cloth over the cage, reducing the melody to a seriesof sleepy chirps. 'Can you wait another day or two?'He shook his head. 'No longer than first light tomorrow. If I donot appear at a certain inn in Sulan-Qu by noon, and several otherplaces over the next week, my replacement will become active. Itwould prove awkward if you ended up with two Spy Masters.' Hesmiled. 'And I would lose the services of a man very difficult toreplace. If the matter is that vital, I can find other tasks for him andremain.'

Mara sighed. 'No. We should see an end to this nonsense with theKehotara boy by then. I want you to identify the Minwanabi agent

in his retinue to Keyoke. And tell him I will sleep in Nacoya'squarters tonight.' The songbird stopped its peeping as she finished.

'What would you think if I have Pape and Lujan keep watch in myquarters tonight?'

Arakasi paused. 'You think young Bruli plans to pay a late visit toyour bed?'

'More likely an assassin from his retinue might try.' Marashrugged. 'I have Bruli where I want him, but a little morediscomfort on his part would serve us well. If someone roams thecorridors tonight, I think we shall make it easy for him to reach myquarters.'

'As always, you amaze me, mistress.' Arakasi bowed with ironyand admiration. 'I will see your instructions reach Keyoke.'In one smooth movement the Spy Master melted into theshadows. His departure made no sound; he passed from thecorridor unseen even by the maid who came to tell Mara that herrobes and her bath awaited, should she care to refresh herself beforedinner. But one more item remained. Mara sent her runner forNacoya and informed the old woman that Bruli should now receivehis father's overdue messages. In the gathering gloom of twilight sheadded, 'Be sure to tell him they have just arrived.'An evil gleam lit Nacoya's eyes. 'May I carry them myself,mistress? I want to see his face when he reads them.'Mara laughed. 'You old terror! Give him the messages, with allmy blessing. And don't lie too extravagantly. The letters weredelayed from town, which is more or less the truth.' She paused,hiding a moment of fear behind humour. 'Do you think this willspare me his simpering during dinner?'

But Nacoya had already departed on her errand, and the onlyanswer Mara received was a sleepy twitter from the songbird. Sheshivered, suddenly, needing a hot tub between herself and thoughtsof the play she was about to complete against the Lord of theKehotara.

 

The oil lamps burned softly, shedding golden light over the tablesettings. Carefully prepared dishes steamed around a centrepiece offlowers, and chilled fish glistened against beds of fresh fruit andgreenery. Clearly, the Acoma kitchen staff had laboured to preparea romantic dinner for lovers, yet Bruli sat ill at ease on his cushions.
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He pushed the exquisite food here and there on his plate, histhoughts obviously elsewhere. Even the deep neckline of Mara'srobe failed to brighten his spirits.

At last, pretending confusion, the Lady of the Acoma laid asideher napkin. 'Why, Bruli, you seem all astir. Is something amiss?''My Lady?' The young man looked up, his blue eyes shadowedwith distress. 'I hesitate to ... trouble you with my own difficulties,but. . .' He coloured and looked down in embarrassment. 'Quitefrankly, in my passion to win you, I have placed too large a debtupon my house.' A painful pause followed. 'You will doubtlessthink less of me and I risk losing stature in your eyes, but duty to myfather requires that I beg a favour of you.'

Suddenly finding little to relish in Bruli's discomfort, Mararesponded more curtly than she intended. 'What favour?' Shesoftened the effect by setting down her fork and trying to seemconcerned. 'Of course I will help if I can.'

Bruli sighed, his unhappiness far from alleviated. 'If you could find itwithin your heart to be so gracious, I need some of those gifts ... theones I sent ... could you possibly return them?' His voice dropped,and he swallowed. 'Not all, but perhaps the more expensive ones.'Mara's eyes were pools of sympathy as she said, 'I think I mightfind it in my heart to help a friend, Bruli. But the night is young, andthe cooks worked hard to please us. Why don't we forget thesebothersome troubles and enjoy our banquet? At the first mealtomorrow we can resolve your difficulties.'

Though he had hoped for another answer, Bruli gathered histattered pride and weathered the rest of the dinner. His conversationwas unenthusiastic, and his humour conspicuously absent,but Mara pretended not to notice. She called in a poet to read whileservants brought sweet dishes and brandies; and in the end thedrink helped, for the unfortunate son of the Kehotara eventuallytook his leave for bed. Plainly he left without romantic advances sohe could pass the night painlessly in sleep.

 

Mist rolled over the needra meadows, clinging in the hollows likesilken scarves in the moonlight. Night birds called, counterpointedby the tread of an occasional sentry; but in the Lady's chamber inthe estate house another sound intruded. Papewaio pushed one footagainst Lujan's ribs.
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'What?' came the sleepy reply.

'Our Lady doesn't snore,' Papewaio whispered.

Yawning, and scowling with offended dignity, Lujan said, 'I

don't snore.'

'Then you do a wonderful imitation.' The First Strike Leaderleaned on his spear, a silhouette against the moonlit screen. He hidhis amusement, for he had come to like the former grey warrior. Heappreciated Lujan for being a fine officer, far better than could havebeen hoped for, and because Lujan's nature was so different fromPapewaio's own taciturnity.

Suddenly Papewaio stiffened, alerted by a soft scuff in thecorridor. Lujan heard it also, for he left the rest of his protestunspoken. The two Acoma officers exchanged silent hand signalsand immediately came to an agreement. Someone who did not wishhis movements to be overheard was approaching from the hallwayoutside. The stranger walked now not six paces from the screen;earlier Papewaio had placed a new mat at each intersection of thecorridor beyond Mara's chamber; anyone who approached herdoor would cause a rustle as he trod across the weave.That sound became their cue. Without speaking, Lujan drew hissword and took up position by the door. Papewaio leaned his spearagainst the garden lintel and unsheathed both a sword and dagger.Moonlight flashed upon lacquer as he lay down upon Mara's mat,his weapons held close beneath the sheets.

Long minutes went by. Then the screen to the hall by the gardenslid soundlessly open. The intruder showed no hesitation but leapedthrough the gap with his dagger drawn to stab. He bent swiftly overwhat he thought was the sleeping form of the Lady of the Acoma.Papewaio rolled to his right, coming up in a fighter's crouch, hissword and dagger lifted to parry. Blade sang on blade, while Lujanclosed in behind the assassin, his intent to prevent him from bolting.Faint moonlight gave him away, as his shadow darted ahead ofhim across the floor. The assassin's blade cut into pillows, andjigabird feathers sailed upon the air like seed down. He rolled awayand spun to his feet to discover himself trapped. Though he worethe garb of a porter, he responded with professional quickness andthrew his dagger at Papewaio. The Strike Leader dodged aside.Without sound, the intruder launched himself past, twisting toavoid the sword that sliced at his back. He crashed through thepaper screen and hit the pathway beyond at a full run.
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Hard on his heels, Lujan shouted, 'He's in the garden!'Instantly Acoma guards hurried through the corridors. Screensscreeched open on all sides, and Keyoke strode into the turmoil,calling orders that were instantly obeyed. The warriors fanned out,beating the shrubs with their spears.

Papewaio regained his feet and moved to join the search, butKeyoke lightly touched his shoulder. 'He got away?'The First Strike Leader muttered a curse and answered what heknew from long experience would be the Force Leader's nextquestion. 'He's hiding somewhere on the grounds, but you must askLujan to describe him. The moonlight was in his favour, where Isaw nothing but a shadow.' He paused while Keyoke sent for theformer bandit; and after a moment Papewaio added thoughtfully,'He's of average size, and left-handed. And his breath smelledstrongly of jomach pickles.'

Lujan concluded the description. 'He wears the tunic and ropebelt of a porter, but his sandals are soled with soft leather, nothardened needra hide.'

Keyoke motioned to the two nearest soldiers and gave curtorders. 'Search the quarters given to the Kehotara porters. Find outwhich one is missing. He's our man.'

A minute later, two other warriors arrived with a body slunglimply between them. Both Papewaio and Lujan identified theassassin, and both regretted that he had found time to sink hissecond, smaller dagger into his vitals.

Keyoke spat on the corpse. 'A pity he died in honour by the blade.No doubt he received permission from his master before undertakingthis mission.'The Force Commander sent a man to call in thesearchers, then added, 'At least the Minwanabi dog admitted thepossibility of failure.'

Mara must receive word of this event without more delay.Brusquely Keyoke waved at the corpse. 'Dispose of this carrion, butsave a piece by which he may be identified.' He ended with a nod tohis Strike Leaders. 'Well done. Take the rest of the night for sleep.'Both men exchanged glances as the supreme commander of theAcoma forces stepped away into the night. Keyoke was seldom freewith his praise. Then Lujan grinned, and Papewaio nodded. Incomplete and silent understanding the two men turned in the

Seduction

 

327

 

direction of the soldiers' commons to share a drink before wellearnedrest.

 

Bruli of the Kehotara arrived at breakfast looking wretchedly out ofsorts. His handsome face was puffy, and his eyes red, as if his sleephad been ridden with nightmares. Yet almost certainly he had been

agonizing over his predicament with the gifts rather than knowledgeof the assassin his retinue had admitted to the Acomahousehold; after his loss of self-control at dinner, Mara doubted hehad skill enough to pretend that no attempt had been made uponher life.

She smiled, half in pity. 'My friend, you seem ill disposed. Didn'tyou care for your accommodations last night?'

Bruli dredged up his most engaging smile. 'No, my Lady. Thequarters you gave me were most satisfactory, but. . .' He sighed,and his smile wilted. 'I am simply under stress. Regarding thatmatter I mentioned last night, could I ask your indulgence andforebearance ... if you could see your way clear. . .'Mara's air of cordiality vanished. 'I don't think that would beprudent, Bruli.'

The air smelled, incongruously, of fresh thyza bread. Numblyconscious that breakfast foods cooled on the table, Bruli locked eyeswith his hostess. His cheeks coloured in a most unTsurani fashion.'My Lady,' he began, 'you seem unaware of the distress you causeme by denying this petition.'

Mara said nothing but signalled to someone waiting behind thescreen to her left. Armour creaked in response, and Keyoke steppedinto view bearing the bloody head of the assassin. He laid the trophywithout ceremony on the platter before the young suitor.'You know this man, Bruli.' The words were no question.Shocked by a tone of voice he had never heard from the Lady ofthe Acoma, but not by the barbarity upon his plate, Bruli paled. 'Hewas one of my porters, Lady. What has occurred?'The shadow of the officer fell across him, and the sunny chambersuddenly seemed cold. Mara's words were metal-hard. 'Assassin,not porter, Bruli.'

The young man blinked, for an instant blank-faced. Then heslumped, a lock of black hair veiling his eyes. The admission came
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grudgingly. 'My father's master,' he said, naming jingu of theMinwanabi.

Mara granted him a moment of respite, while she bade her ForceCommander to sit at her side. When Bruli summoned presenceenough to meet her gaze, she nodded. 'The man was without adoubt a Minwanabi agent. As you were for your father.'Bruli managed not to protest what he knew to be futile. His eyeslost their desperate look and he said, 'I ask a warrior's death, Mara.'Mara set her two hardened fists upon the tablecloth. 'A warrior'sdeath, Bruli?' she laughed with bitter anger. 'My father and brotherwere warriors, Bruli. Keyoke is a warrior. I have faced death and ammore of a warrior than you.'

Sensing something he had never known in a woman, the youngman pushed gracelessly to his feet. Cups rocked on the table. WithMinwanabi involvement, the grisly remnant of the porter becamedoubly significant. Bruli pulled a dagger from his tunic. 'You'll nottake me to hang like a criminal, Lady.' Keyoke's hand shot to hissword to defend his Lady, but as Bruli reversed the dagger, pointingit at his own breast, the Force Commander understood that theKehotara son intended no attack.

Mara shot upright, her voice a whip of command. 'Put away thatdagger, Bruli.'He hesitated, but she said,'No one is going to hang you.You're a fool, not a murderer. You will be sent home to explain toyour father how his alliance with jingu led his house into jeopardy.'Shamed, silent, the handsome suitor stepped back before theimpact of her statement. Slowly he worked through its implications,until he reached the inevitable conclusion: he had been used,ruthlessly, even to his innermost feelings. Deadly serious, with nohint of his former affection, he bowed. 'I salute you, Lady. You havecaused me to betray my father.'

If his impulsive nature were permitted to run its course, he wouldprobably restore his damaged honour by falling on his sword themoment he crossed the border of Acoma land. Mara thoughtquickly; she must forestall him, for his suicide would only inflamethe Kehotara to more strident support of the Minwanabi lord'swish to obliterate all things Acoma. She had plotted, but not for thisboy's death. 'Bruli?'

'My Lady?'He delayed his departure more from resignation thanfrom hope.

 

Seduction

 

329

 

Mara motioned for him to sit and he did so, albeit stiffly. Thesmell of food faintly sickened him, and shame lay like a weight uponhis shoulders.

 

Mara could not sweeten the bitter taste of defeat; Buntokapi hadtaught her not to gloat when the game brought her victory. Gentlyshe said, 'Bruli, I have no regret for doing what is needed to protectwhat is mine to guard. But I have no wish to cause you unduedifficulty. That your father serves my most hated enemy is but anaccident of birth for both of us. Let us not be contentious. I willreturn most of your exotic gifts in exchange for two promises.'In his difficulty, Bruli seemed to find himself. 'I will not betrayKehotara honour.'

'I will not ask that of you.' Mara leaned earnestly forward.'Should you succeed your father and brother as Lord of theKehotara, I ask that you not embrace the tradition of Tan-jin-qu.Will you agree to keep your house free of Minwanabi vassalage?'Bruli gestured depreciatingly. 'The chances of that happening areslim, Lady Mara.'His elder brother was heir, and his father enjoyedrobust health.

Mara indicated herself, as if that answered his observation; who,among mortals, could know what fate would bring?Ashamed of the hope that quickened his breath, Bruli asked, 'Andthe second condition?'

'That if you do come to rule, you will owe me a favour.' Maraelaborated with the care of a diplomat. 'Should I die, or should I nolonger wear the mantle as Ruling Lady, your promise shall not passto my successor. Yet if I live and you sit as Lord of the Kehotara,then once, and only once, you must do as I bid. I may ask you tosupport some action of mine, in commerce or in matters of arms, orin the Game of the Council. Grant this, and you shall be free offuture obligations.'

Bruli stared blankly at the tablecloth, but the tension in his posebetrayed the fact that he was weighing his options. Mara waited,motionless in the glow of sunlight through the screen. She hadadded the second condition on impulse, to distract the young man'sthoughts from suicide; but as he sat thinking the matter through,her own mind raced ahead; and she saw that she had opened yetanother avenue of possibilities for gain in the Game of the Council.Given the choice of death and financial shame for his family, or
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respite from his folly and the possibility of a promise he might neverbe required to keep, Bruli chose swiftly. 'Lady, I spoke impulsively.Your bargain is a hard one, yet I will choose life. If the gods bring methe mantle of Kehotara lordship, I shall do as you require.' He stoodslowly, his manner changed to scorn. 'But as the possibility of myinheriting in place of my brother is remote, you have acted the fool.'Hating the moment for its cruelty, Mara silently motioned to theservant who waited by the screen. He bowed and set a paper with atorn seal in her hand. 'This has come to us, Bruli. It was meant foryou. but since your father saw fit to send assassins in your retinue,out of need for my personal safety my hadonra chose to read it.'The paper was bound with ribbons of red, the colour ofTurakamu. Cold, suddenly, as he had never thought to be in life,Bruli raised an unwilling hand. The paper seemed too light to carrythe news he read penned in the script of his father's chief scribe. Cutto the heart by new grief, Bruli crumpled the parchment betweenshaking fists. Somehow he retained his self-control. 'Woman, youare poison, as deadly and small as that of the keti scorpion thathides under the petals of flowers.' She had known when shebargained that Mekasi's eldest son had been killed upon thebarbarian world, victim of the Warlord's campaign. She had shapedher snare for Bruli, aware he had already inherited the title of heir.Now honour forbade him to take back his sworn word.Shivering now from anger, Bruli regarded the woman he hadonce been fool enough to love. 'My father is a robust man withmany years before him, Acoma bitch! I gave you my promise, butyou shall never live long enough to see the keeping of it.'Keyoke stiffened, prepared to reach for his sword, but Mararesponded only with soul-weary regret. 'Never doubt I shall surviveto exact my price. Think on that as you take back the gifts you sent.Only leave me the songbird, for it will remind me of a young manwho loved me too well to be wise.'

Her sincerity roused memories now soured and painful. Cheeksburning from the intensity of his warring emotions, Bruli said, 'Itake my leave of you. The next time we meet, the Red God grantthat I view your dead body.'

He spun on his heel, aware that every Acoma soldier withinearshot stood ready to answer this insult. But Mara placed arestraining hand on Keyoke's arm, silent while the young man
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departed. In time the tramp of the Kehotara retinue faded from thedooryard. Nacoya came in looking rumpled, her mouth a flat line ofannoyance. 'What an importunate young man,' she muttered and,

seeing Mara's stillness, changed tack in the same breath. 'Anotherlesson, child: men are easily injured over matters of the heart. Moreoften than not, those wounds are long in healing. You may havewon this round of the game, but you have also gained a deadlyenemy. None are more dangerous than those in whom love haschanged to hate.'

Mara gestured pointedly at the head of the dead porter. 'Someonemust pay the price of Minwanabi's plotting. Whether or not Brulifinds other passions to occupy his mind, we have gained. Bruli hassquandered enough of his father's wealth to place the Kehotara in avulnerable position. jingu will be prevailed upon to offer financialassistance, and anything which discomforts that jaguna is a benefit.''Daughter of my heart, fate seldom works with such simplicity.'Nacoya stepped closer, and for the first time Mara looked up andsaw the scroll clutched between her old hands. The ribbons and sealwere orange and black, colours she never thought to see under herroof in her lifetime. 'This just arrived,' said her First Adviser. Withan air of stiff-backed reluctance, she passed the parchment into thehands of her mistress.

Mara snapped the ribbons and seal with hands that trembledbeyond control. The scroll unrolled with a crackle against thesilence that gripped the chamber. Mara read, her face expressionlessas an image in wax.

Nacoya held her breath; Keyoke found what comfort he could inhis statue-still military bearing; and at last Mara raised her eyes.She rose, suddenly seeming fragile in the glare of the sun. 'As youguessed,' she said to the two oldest retainers in her service, 'the Lordof the Minwanabi requests my attendance at a formal celebration ofthe birthday of our august Warlord.'

The colour drained slowly from Nacoya's withered skin. 'Youmust refuse,' she said at once. No Acoma in uncounted generationshad set foot onto the territory of the Minwanabi, unless accompaniedby soldiers armed for war. For Mara to enter jingu's veryhouse and mingle socially with his allies was a sure invitation to die.Nacoya finished lamely, 'Your ancestors would forgive the shame.''No!'the Lady of the Acoma bit her lip, hard enough that the flesh
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turned white. 'I risk grave insult to Almecho if I refuse, and after thisbetrayal by the Blue Wheel Party, his acclaimed temper will beshort.' Her voice trailed off, but whether from regret that she mustconfront jingu before she was ready or out of fear for her own safetywas unclear. Stress made her face an unreadable mask. 'The Acomamust not bow to threats. I shall go into the stronghold of the enemywho most wishes me dead.'

Nacoya made a small sound of protest, then desperately turnedher back. Torn by the sight of her adviser's bowed shoulders, Maratried against hope to offer comfort. 'Mother of my heart, takecourage. Remember that if Turakamu reaches out for my spirit, theLord of the Minwanabi cannot triumph unless he also murdersAyaki. Do you think he would challenge the combined might of theAcoma and the Anasati to take the life of my son?'For this Nacoya had no answer; at last she shook her head. Buther heart told her that jingu would dare even this to see his ancientenemies destroyed. Worse had been done, and for far less reasonthan blood feud, in the history of the Game of the Council.
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The runner left.

Mara pressed clenched hands on the edge of her writing desk anddesperately wished him back. Too easily, the dispatch he carried tothe Guild of Porters might bring her death and the final ruin of theAcoma. But the alternative was to live without honour, shame herancestors, and defile the ancient code of her house. Mara allowedherself a momentary stretch to ease her tense back, then summonedNacoya, to tell the old woman that she had sent formal acceptanceto Minwanabi's invitation.

Nacoya entered with grim deliberation, sure sign she had seen therunner leave the estates. Age had not blunted her shrewdness; shealready guessed that the sealed wooden cylinder he carried did nothold instructions for the factors signed by jican.'You have many preparations to make, Ruling Lady.' Theerstwhile nurse's demeanour was all that a First Adviser's shouldbe; but long years of intimacy could not be shed with a change ofoffice. Mara read acerbity in the ancient woman's tone and knewthat fear lay behind it: fear for her mistress, and for all on theAcoma estates whose lives were sworn to her natami. To enter thehousehold of the Minwanabi lord was to challenge the monsterwhile stepping between the teeth of its jaws. Only the mostpowerful might survive, and Acoma stock in the council hadrecovered very little since the deaths of Lord Sezu and his heir.Yet Mara gave no opportunity for her chief adviser to embark on

such recriminations. No longer the untried girl who had leftLashima's temple, she was determined not to seem overwhelmed byMinwanabi threats. Panic would only hand jingu a victory; and hisimpulsive nature might make it possible to wrest some unseenadvantage for her house. 'See to the necessities of travel, Nacoya,
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and have maids assemble my wardrobe. Papewaio must be told tochoose warriors for my honour guard, ones who are trustworthyand proven in service, but whom Keyoke will not need in keypositions to safeguard the estates in my absence.' Pacing thepolished floor before a shelf of scrolls, Mara paused a moment totally days. 'Has Arakasi returned?'

A week had passed since Bruli and Arakasi had both departed theAcoma estates, one to deal with a father's anger, the other to keephis mistress's network of agents running smoothly. Nacoya pusheda drooping hairpin straight. 'He returned less than an hour ago,mistress.'

Mara turned with a frown of intense concentration. 'I will speakwith him after he has bathed and refreshed himself. In themeantime, send for jican. Much business remains to be discussedbefore we leave for the Warlord's birthday celebration.'Nacoya bowed with evident reluctance. 'Your will, Lady.' Sherose silently and left; and in a room emptied of all but the waitingpresence of a few servants, Mara stared at the afternoon sunlightthat embellished the screens of the study. The artist had painted hishunting scenes with masterful vigour, the trained grace of a killwingimpaling swift game birds. Mara shivered. Feeling little strongerthan a bird herself, she wondered whether she would ever have thechance to commission such art again.

Then Jican arrived, his arms burdened with parchments and tallyslates, and a long list of decisions to be made before her departure.Mara put aside her disquiet and made herself concentrate onmatters of commerce. Particularly troublesome was a note in jican'sneat script objecting to her wish to purchase Midkemian slaves toclear new meadows for the needra displaced by the cho-ja hive.Mara sighed and rubbed the frown creases from her forehead.Under too much stress to insist on her decision, she put off thepurchase until after the Warlord's birthday. If she survived thegathering at the Minwanabi estates, she would have ample time todeal with jican's reluctance. But if jingu of the Minwanabi realizedhis ambitions, the entire question would become academic. Ayakiwould gain an Anasati regent or be killed, and the Acoma would beabsorbed or obliterated. Restless and irritable, Mara reached forthe next list. This one occasion, she would be relieved when jicanfinished and departed.
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The afternoon had fled by the time jican bid his mistress good-bye.

Limp in the evening shadows, Mara called for chilled fruit anddrink. Then she sent her runner for Arakasi, and a servant to fetchhis updated report detailing the Minwanabi household from thenumbers of his kitchen scullions to the names and backgrounds ofhis concubines.

Arakasi entered, and Mara said, 'Is all in order?''Mistress, your agents are well. I have little of importance to addto that report, however, as I amended it before I bathed.' He cockedhis head slightly, awaiting his mistress's pleasure. Noticing that therigours of travel had left him gaunt and fatigued, Mara motioned tothe cushions before the fruit tray.

As Arakasi seated himself, she informed him of the Warlord'sbirthday celebration at the Minwanabi estates. 'We will have nochance for missteps,' she observed as the Spy Master chose a bunchof si berries.

Quieter than usual, and free of all airs, Arakasi twisted the fruitone by one from their stems. Then he sighed. 'Appoint me a placeamong your honour guard, my Lady.'

Mara caught her breath.'That's dangerous.' She watched the SpyMaster keenly, aware that the man's hunger for vengeance matchedher own. If prudence did not desert him, he would be seeking to turnthe tables on this trap and gain a victory.

'There will indeed be danger, Lady. And there will be death.'Arakasi pinched a berry between his fingers, and juice ran red overhis palm. 'Nonetheless, let me go.'

Slowly, carefully, Mara banished uncertainty from her heart. Sheinclined her head in acquiescence, though unspoken between themremained the fact that Arakasi was as likely to get himself killed asprotect the life of his mistress. Though he could wear a warrior'strappings well enough, the Spy Master had poor skill with weapons.That he had asked to accompany her at all bespoke the extremecunning and treachery she could expect from the Minwanabi Lord.It did not escape her that if she failed, Arakasi might wish to wrestone last chance to fulfil his desire while jingu was within his reach.For the cho-Ja, and for all he had added to the security of the Acomadefences, she owed him that much.

'I had planned to take Lujan ... but he could be needed here.'Keyoke had come to admit grudgingly that, beneath his roguish
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manner, Lujan was a gifted officer. And if Keyoke was forced todefend Ayaki ... Mara turned her thoughts away from that courseand said, 'Go to Pape. If he trusts you with the loan of an officer'splume, you can help him select my retinue.' Mara managed a briefsmile before fear returned to chill her. Arakasi bowed. The instanthe left, Mara clapped sharply for servants, that the tray with themangled berry be removed at once from her presence.In failing light, Mara regarded the screen one final time. Thewaiting was at last over, and the killwing stooped to its prey.Though Minwanabi was proud, and confident, and strong, shemust now seek a way to defeat him on his own territory.

The late summer roads were dry, choked with dust thrown up bythe caravans, and unpleasant for travel. After the short marchoverland to Sulan-Qu, Mara and her retinue of fifty honour guardscontinued their journey to the Minwanabi estates by barge. Thebustle of the town and the dockside did not overwhelm Mara; thenakedness of the slaves barely turned her head, caught up as she wasin the meshes of enemy intrigue. As she settled with Nacoya on thecushions beneath the canopy, she reflected that she no longer feltstrange to be ruling the house of her father. The years sinceLashima's temple had brought many changes and much growth;and with them came determination enough to hide her dread.Keyoke arrayed his soldiers on board with a reflection of that samepride. Then the barge master began his chant, and the slaves cast offand leaned into their poles. The Acoma craft threw ripples from itspainted bow and drew away from familiar shores.The journey upriver took six days. Mara spent most of these incontemplation, as slaves poled the barge past acres of mud flats andthe sour-smelling expanses of drained thyza paddies. Nacoya sleptin the afternoons; evenings she left the shelter of the gauze curtainsand dispersed motherly advice among the soldiers, while theyslapped at the stinging insects that arose in clouds from the shores.Mara listened, nibbling at the fruit bought from a barge vendor; sheknew the old woman did not expect to return home alive. Andindeed each sunset seemed precious, as clouds streamed reflectionslike gilt over the calm surface of the river and the sky darkenedswiftly into night.

The Minwanabi estates lay off a small tributary of the main river.
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Beaded with sweat in the early morning heat, the slaves poledthrough the muddle of slower-moving merchant craft. Under thebarge master's skilful guidance, they manoeuvred between a

squalid village of stilt houses, inhabited by families of shellfishrakers; the river narrowed beyond, shallows and shoals giving wayto deeper waters. Mara looked out over low hills, and banks linedwith formally manicured trees. Then the barge of her family enteredwaters none but the most ancient Acoma ancestors might havetravelled, for the origins of the blood feud with jingu's line lay so farin the past that none remembered its beginning. Here the currentpicked up speed as the passage narrowed. The slaves had to workfuriously to maintain headway, and the barge slowed almost to astandstill. Mara strove to maintain a faqade of calm as her craftcontinued towards an imposingly painted prayer gate that spannedthe breadth of the river. This marked the boundary of Minwanabilands.

A soldier bowed beside Mara's cushions and pointed a sunbrownedhand at the tiered structure that crowned the prayer gate."'Did you notice? Beneath the paint and decorations this monumentis a bridge.'

Mara started slightly, for the voice was familiar. She regarded theman closely and half smiled at the cleverness of her own Spy Master.Arakasi had blended so perfectly among the ranks of her honourguard, she had all but forgotten he was aboard.Restoring her attention to the prayer gate, Arakasi continued, 'Intimes of strife, they say that Minwanabi stations archers with ragsand oil to fire any craft making its way upriver. A fine defence.''As slowly as we are moving, I would think no one could enterMinwanabi's lake this way and live.' Mara glanced astern at thefoaming current. 'But we certainly could flee quickly enough.'Arakasi shook his head. 'Look downward, mistress.'Mara leaned over the edge of the barge and saw a giant braidedcable strung between the pillars of the gate, inches below theshallow keel of the barge. Should trouble arise, a mechanism withinthe gate towers could raise the cable, forming a barrier against anybarge seeking exit. Arakasi said, 'This defence is as lethal to fleeingcraft as to any attacking fleet.'

'And I would be wise to bear that in mind?' Mara untwisteddamp fingers from the fringe of her robe. Trying to keep her
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uneasiness within balance, she made a polite gesture of dismissal.'Your warning is well taken, Arakasi. But do not say anything toNacoya, or she'll squawk so loudly she'll disrupt the peace of thegods!'

The Spy Master rose with a grunt that concealed laughter. 'I needsay nothing at all. The old mother sees knives under her sleepingmat at night.' He lowered his voice. 'I've watched her flip herpillows and blankets six times, even after Papewaio inspects herbedding.'

Mara waved him off, unable to share his humour. Nacoya wasnot the only one who had nightmares. As the barge pressed on, andthe shadow of the 'prayer gate' fell across her, a chill roughened herflesh like the breath of Turakamu.

The sounds of their passage echoed off stone foundations. Thensunlight sliced down, blinding and intense after darkness. Maralooked out of the gauze-curtained canopy to a sight entirelyunexpected.

The vista beyond was breathtaking in its beauty. Located in theneck of a broad valley, at the head of a wide lake, the estate houseacross the water looked a magic place from a child's tale, eachbuilding perfect in design and colour. The centremost structure wasstone, an impossibly

ancient palace built high up on a hil

overlooking the lake. Low walls wound down the hillside amidterraced gardens and lesser buildings, many two and three storiestall. The estate of the Minwanabi was in truth a village in its ownright, a community of servants and soldiers, all loyal to jingu. what a magnificent town, Mara thought. And she knew a brief stabof envy that so bitter an enemy should live in such splendourBreezes off the lake would cool the house through even the hottestmonths, and a fleet of small orange and black punts trawled for fishso that the Lord of the Minwanabi might dine upon fresh-caughtkoafish. As the slaves exchanged poles for oars to convey the barge(across the lake, a more sober thought occurred to Mara: the valleywas a bottleneck, easily defended, and easier to seal. Like thepoisoned flask plant that devoured insects by luring them withsweet scents, the layout of this valley foreclosed any chance of swiftunnoticed escape.

Papewaio perceived this also, for he called his warriors to presentarms as another craft approached. Quickly heaving into view, th
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large barge contained a dozen Minwanabi archers, a Patrol Leaderat their head. He saluted and motioned for them to dress oars. 'Whocomes to Minwanabi lands?' he called out as the barges dosed.Papewaio called an answer. 'The Lady of the Acoma.'

The officer of the Minwanabi saluted. 'Pass, Lady of the Acoma.'He signalled his own contingent of rowers, and the Minwanabibarge resumed its patrol.

Arakasi pointed to three other such barges. 'They havecompanies of archers all over the lake.'

Clearly no escape was possible from the Minwanabi lord's home.There remained only victory or death. Feeling her palms growdamp, Mara resisted the impulse to blot them on her robe. 'Let usmake best speed to the house, Pape.'

Papewaio signalled the barge captain, and the slaves resumedtheir stroke.

 

The barge headed dockside, and the Minwanabi estate proved asbeautiful upon close inspection as it had looked across the water.Each building was delicately painted, pastel colours dominatingover the usual white. Gaily coloured streamers and brightly shadedlanterns hung from roof beams, twisting in the breeze. The softsound of wind chimes filled the air. Even the gravel paths betweenbuildings had been lined with tended shrubs and flowering plants.Mara expected that the courtyard gardens within the estate mightprove more sumptuous that any she had seen.

The Acoma rowers shipped oars, and one threw a line to a workerupon the docks, where a welcoming party of notables waited.Foremost of these was Desio, the elder Minwanabi son, crownedwith the orange and black headdress denoting his rank as heir of thehouse.

Liveried attendants caught other lines as the barge bumped gentlyagainst the pilings. Minwanabi house guards stood at attention,and Desio strode forward to meet Mara's litter as slaves conveyedher ashore.

The Minwanabi heir nodded stiffly, a pretence of a bow thatbordered on insult. 'In the name of my father, I welcome you to ourcelebration in honour of the Warlord, Lady of the Acoma.'Mara did not trouble to raise the gauze curtains of her litter.Studying the fat, pouched features of Desio, and finding littleintelligence in his slate-coloured eyes, she returned a nod of precisely the same proportion. For the longest moment nothing was said, then Desio was forced to acknowledge Mara's superior social rank. 'Are you well, Lady Mara?' Mara nodded slightly. 'I am well, Desio. The Acoma are pleased to honour Lord Almecho. Tell your father that I acknowledge this welcome.' Desio raised his chin, nettled to admit his inferior rank. Too proud to accept rejoinder from a girl who seemed, through the gauze, to be barely more than a child, he said, 'The reception for the banquet of greeting will begin in the hour past noon. Servants will show you to your quarters.' 'Servants keep the honour of the Minwanabi?' Mara smiled sweetly. 'That's a fact I shall remember, when I greet the Lord your father.' Desio reddened. To arrest the awkwardness that developed, a Minwanabi Patrol Leader stepped forward. 'My Lady, if you will permit, I will convey your soldiers to the place set aside for them.''I will not permit!' Mara said to Desio. 'By tradition I am allowed fifty soldiers to provide protection for my person. If your father wishes otherwise, I shall depart at once, and he can explain my absence to the Warlord. Under such circumstances, I expect the Acoma will not be the only great house to return home.' Too many families come to honour Almecho.' Desio paused to quell a smile of malice. 'If we quartered every Lord and Lady's honour guard in the house barracks, the estate would be jammed like a war camp, you must understand. Almecho likes tranquillity. To do him homage, all soldiers will stay at the head of the valley, where our main garrison is quartered.' Here Desio gave an effete shrug. 'No one is exempted. All will be treated alike.' Without hesitation, Nacoya said, 'Then your father offers his honour as surety?' Desio inclined his head. 'Obviously.' To gain such a concession from guests in this situation, the host was expected to offer his personal honour to guarantee the safety of his guests. Should violence come to any visitor under such an arrangement, Lord jingu of the Minwanabi could not expiate his shame with anything less than his own life. The heir to the Minwanabi mantle said to a servant, 'Show the Lady, her First Adviser, a pair of maids, and her bodyguard to the suite of rooms prepared for the Acoma.' He snapped his fingers to the orange-plumed presence of anofficer. 'Strike Leader Shimizu and a welcoming party of warriorswill see that your soldiers are comfortably housed at the maingarrison barracks.'

Shocked, angered, but not entirely surprised that the Minwanabihad seen fit to separate her from her honour guard, Mara shot aglance of reassurance at Arakasi. She would not break the peace ofhospitality by causing a fuss, particularly since many of the houseservants present showed the scars of old campaigns beneath theflowing sleeves of their livery. No, the Acoma could not triumphhere by force, but only by guile, if survival was even possible at all.With a look of acceptance, Mara chose Papewaio for her personalguard. Then she, Nacoya, and the most skilful of her warriorsobediently followed the servant to the suite assigned to the Acoma.The Minwanabi great house was ancient, saved from the burningand the ravages of forgotten raids and half-remembered wars by itssuperior location in the valley.The square with interior courtyardof most Tsurani houses had been altered, built upon, expanded, andsub-divided many times over the years. Descending the hillside asnew additions were constructed,the heart of the Minwanabi estatehad grown over the centuries until it was a warren of corridors,enclosed courtyards, and linked buildings that bore little resemblance to order. As Papewaio helped her from her litter, Mararealized with dismay that she would need servants to conduct her toand from her chambers, as a structure so complex could notpossibly be learned at one pass.

The corridors crooked and twisted, and each courtyard seemedthe same as the last. Mara heard the murmur of voices throughhalf-opened screens, some belonging to familiar notables of theEmpire, but more of them strange to her. Then the voices seemed tofall behind, and silence like that before the strike of a junglepredator fell over the elegant hallway. By the time the servant slidwide the screen that led to her suite, Mara knew that jingu intendedmurder. Why else would he place her in an obscure corner of hishouse, where isolation was almost total?

The servant bowed, smiled, and mentioned that additional maidsawaited her pleasure if the Lady of the Acoma or her First Adviserrequired assistance with their bath or dress.

'My own servants will suffice.' Mara said tartly. Here of all

places, she wished no strangers near her person. The instant thebearers had deposited the last of her baggage, she clicked the screendosed. Papewaio needed no prompting to begin a swift andthorough inspection of her chambers. Nacoya, however, seemed allbut in shock. Then Mara remembered. Except for one brief tripwhen she had presented Mara's petition for betrothal with theAnasati son, the old nurse had probably never left the Acomaestates in all her long life.

Memories of Lano lent Mara the insight to manage. The instantPapewaio had determined the rooms were safe, she stationed him toguard the door. Nacoya looked at her mistress, a hint of relief in hereyes. 'With jingu making surety for the safety of his guests, I thinkwe may expect the peace of a state function to apply.'Mara shook her head. 'I think wishing has fogged your sharpeyes, old mother. jingu offers his life as guarantee against violenceby his people, and by other guests, that is all. He makes noguarantees against "accidents".' Then, before fear could get thebest of her, she commanded Nacoya to draw a bath and make herready for the banquet and her first personal confrontation with theLord of the Minwanabi.

 

Unlike the great hall of the Anasati, which was dark and airless andmusty with old wax, the gathering chamber of the Minwanabi wasall space and light. Mara paused in the gallery-style entrance toadmire the view before joining the guests who gathered like so manyplumed birds below. Built in a natural hollow at the very crest of thehill, with entrance and dais at opposite ends, the room itself wasimmense. A high, beamed ceiling was spaced with screens thatopened to the sky, overhanging a deep-sunken main floor. Severalsmall observation galleries dotted the rim of the hall, allowing aview of floor below and, through doors to balconies outside, thesurrounding countryside. Stone pillars supported the centre tree,while a pebbled brook trickled through squares of flowering trees,tile mosaics, and a small reflecting pool beneath the dais. Somewhere,sometime, the Minwanabi had patronized an architect andan artist who had possessed uncommon genius. The gifted artisansmust have served an earlier generation of Minwanabi Lords, for themost garish clothing in the crowd was that worn by the Lord andthe Lady on the dais. Mara winced, less impressed than most
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Tsurani by the gown of green and orange worn by the wife. Maraalmost wept at the thought of all this surrounding beauty wastedupon an enemy like jingu.

'The gods may have blessed this house with extreme wealth,'muttered Nacoya. 'But the divine ones left little room for common

sense, I say. Think how many insects those sky ports let in, not tomention dust and dirt and rain.'

Mara smiled indulgently on her old nurse. 'Would you try tomother even a nest of serpents? Besides, I'm sure the Minwanabicover their roof well when the weather is bad. jingu's wife wears toomuch makeup to get wet unexpectedly.'

Nacoya subsided, with a comment that her eyes were not thatgood, nor had they been since she was youthful. Mara patted heradviser's hand in reassurance. Then, resplendent in a gownembroidered with seed pearls, her coiled hair laced with greenribbons, she began her descent to the main floor. Papewaiofollowed her in dress armour; although he escorted his mistress andher First Adviser to a social occasion, he moved with a vigilancemore common to the battlefield. In most ways, state gatherings ofTsurani were more dangerous. Beneath the manners and the finery,ambitions changed; as alliances shifted within the Game of theCouncil, any Lord present could become the enemy. Few wouldhesitate to damage the Acoma, if his own stock might rise as aresult. And on Minwanabi territory, others not normally at oddswith Mara's house might bend with the prevailing political wind.Simple in her tastes, Mara was neither overwhelmed norimpressed by displays of great wealth. Her restrained clothingreinforced the impression already formed by the Lords and Ladiesin the hall around her. Most believed her a young, inexperiencedgirl who had sheltered her house under the marriage to the morepowerful Anasati. Now, with Buntokapi dead, she was fair gameonce again. Mara was content to allow this misapprehension tocontinue as she passed by; it increased her chances to pick up a scrap ofinformation, a comment, or a remark that could prove useful. As shereached the foot of the stairs and made her way towards the dais togreet the Minwanabi lord, she watched the expressions of her peersand took stock of who stood gossiping with whom. Her temple-taughtpoise served her well. She responded politely to those who greeted her,but was not lulled by sweet smiles and warm words.
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jingu of the Minwanabi noted her approach with the ravenousinterest of a jaguna. Mara saw him cease conversation with hisadviser as she mounted the steps to accept his welcome. Themoment gave her pause also, as for the first time she looked uponthe face of her family's oldest enemy. The Lord of the Minwanabiwas a corpulent man. He had clearly not worn armour since hisyouth, but cunning and malice still glinted in his eyes. Pearl bandscircled his wrists, and shell ornaments dangled at his collar, shinythe sweat that beaded his neck. His bow of greeting wasslightly less than that due a Lady of ruling rank. 'My Lady of theacoma,' he said, his voice as thick and unctuous as his appearance.we are so pleased you chose to join us in honour of the Warlord.'Aware the eyes of every noble in the room were turned to see howshe handled this slight, Mara responded in kind, her own bowshallow and of short duration. 'We thank the Lord of theMinwanabi for his kind invitation.'

Irritated by Mara's poise, jingu beckoned someone to the fore ofthe dais. 'There is one here I believe you know.' Then his lips curledinto a hungry smile of anticipation.

The Lady of the Acoma showed no reaction to the woman whocame at his call. The presence of Teani somewhere in theMinwanabi household was something Arakasi had forewarned herof: he had long since informed Mara that the concubine was aMinwanabi agent. But the fact that Buntokapi's former lover hadinsinuated herself in jingu's innermost circle gave Mara pause. Thewoman was perhaps more clever than anyone had guessed. She wasobviously a favourite, swathed as she was in rare silks and jewels, achain of rarest metal encircling her slim neck. But ornaments andbeauty could not entirely hide the ugliness of her character. Hatredfor Mara burned in her pretty eyes, chilling in its intensity.To acknowledge the look of a woman of her station would be anunnecessary courtesy, and too easily interpreted as an admission ofweakness. Mara addressed her words and attention solely to then
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Minwanabi lord who sat at Teani's left hand. 'My adviser and Ihave just arrived after a long and tiresome journey. Would my Lordshow us our places, that we might take some refreshment before thebanquet and the festivities begin?'

jingu rearranged the fringe on his costume with the flick of apudgy finger. Then he called for a cool drink; while he waited for

Acceptance

 

345

 

servants to fill his need, his hand absently stroked Teanl's arm, agesture his wife ignored. When none might mistake the fact that hedeferred the wishes of his Acoma guests until his own pleasureswere satisfied, he nodded sweetly to a servant. 'Escort the LadyMara and her servants to the table third from the end, nearest theentrance to the kitchens, so that her party may more quickly beserved.' His fat girth jiggled as he openly laughed at the ingenuity ofhis insult.

A Lady of rank might find such placement degrading; but toTeani this gesture was not enough. Viciously piqued that Mara hadignored her, she interrupted. 'You ought to seat this woman withthe slaves, my Lord. All know the greatness of the Acoma rests uponthe goodwill of the Anasati, and that even Lord Tecuma'sprotection wore thin after the death of his son.'This affront was too great to disregard. Still disdaining to answerTeani directly, Mara pointedly rose to the bait jingu had dangledbefore her. She directed a gaze like flint to his fat, laughing face. 'MyLord of the Minwanabi, all know of your ... generosity, but surelyeven you can find little benefit in keeping another man's leavings inyour service.'

jingu rested an arm around Teani's shoulders and drew her slimbody against his own. 'But you confuse circumstance, Lady Mara.This woman was cast off by no man, but was only a mistress whosurvived her late master. I'll remind you but once. Teani is a valuedand worthy member of my household.'

'Of course.' Mara sketched a negligible bow of apology. 'Givenyour widely known tastes, she should serve you well, jingu. Indeed,my late husband had no complaints' - Mara gave Teani the barestglance -'but then again, Bunto's appetites were rather coarse.'Teani's eyes flashed sparks. The fact that Mara made no effort torespond directly to her insult made the courtesan furious. The Lordof the Minwanabi was in no way amused; this small near-virginfrom Lashima's temple had shown no sign of being cowed bytreatment that demeaned her. Indeed, she had held her own throughthis first exchange of words. And since his house servant alreadyhovered by her elbow to escort the Lady and her retinue to theirplaces, jingu had no graceful recourse other than to dismiss her.The festivities passed slowly for Mara. The food, the musicians,and the dancers were all the finest, but the table nearest the kitchen

by. The beat and the odours from cooking caused Nacoya to feel ill,and well before the first course of the banquet had been laidPapewaio looked strained. The incessant movement of strangers toand from the kitchen kept him on edge, particularly since everypassing tray contained items that were weapons to a trained hand.He had overheard Mara's remark to Nacoya about accidents'. Andwhile it was unlikely the Lord of the Minwanabi would attempt tostage a murder in this public setting, Teani's venomous gaze neverleft Mara. The Acoma Strike Leader's caution remained on a knifeedge. When the rare ices served for dessert were cleared away,Papewaio gently touched his mistress's shoulder. 'Lady, I suggestyou retire to your chambers before dark. The hallways are strange,,and if you await the Minwanabi's pleasure, the servant he assignsyou might have other instructions.'

Mara returned from what seemed a long period of concentratedthought. Her hair was perfectly coiled and her manner alert, butdark circles of fatigue underlined her eyes. 'We must find a way tosend word to the barracks,, that Arakasi will know which suite toleave messages at if the need should arise.'

Papewaio answered grimly. 'We can do nothing without riskingdiscovery, Lady. Trust Arakasi. His agents can reach him withoutdanger, and he will find you himself if there is need.'Unable to be heard over the scrape of tables as servants clearedthe hall for an exhibition of tumblers, Mara only nodded. Shepatted Nacoya's arm. then arose to make her excuses to the Lord ofthe Minwanabi. The headache that plagued her was real enough,and since the Warlord would not make his appearance until themorrow, her departure would cause no offence. If anything, shewished to leave the impression that she was young, inexperienced,and lacking in subtlety. An early retirement would reinforce thatimpression with the guests, perhaps granting her a breather toformulate a defence. Minwanabi would have a difficult timecompleting his plots with the eyes of every rival seeking an openingto exploit ahead of him.

Mara sent the servant who cleared away the plates to inform theLord of her departure. By the time the news reached the dais, andthe huge, self-satisfied smile creased the jowls of the great Lord'sface, the chairs where the Acoma had dined stood empInfatuatedated
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was hot, noisy, and beset by the constant bustle of servants passing
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with that small triumph, jingu did not notice that Teani had alsovanished. Weary of badgering her master for the chance to tormentthe Lady of the Acoma before the end, she had left to pursue herown means of realizing her goal, knowing that drink and the

indulgences of entertaining would satiate the appetites of her Lord.The blue silk scarf that covered Teani's hair fluttered behind heras she hastened down a back corridor of the Minwanabi estatehouse. She did not trouble to replace it, nor did she pause to retie thefall of tawny hair that tumbled over her shoulders. Strike LeaderShimizu's quarters lay across the next courtyard, and the need forstealth was past; the only person likely to be about at this hour wasthe slave who lit the oil lamps. Teani slipped through the last screenwith a secretive smile. Tonight the slave would be late, preoccupiedas he was with the needs of jingu's guests. The old jaguna could beniggardly when it came to looking after his staff. Politics alwayscame first in the great Lord's mind, a trait his ranking officerssometimes came to resent.

Golden in the moonlight that flooded the courtyard, Teanipaused to unhook the collar of her robe. She loosened the fabricenough to reveal a provocative expanse of breast, and her teethflashed white in a smile. Tonight, if she was skilful, the skinny littleAcoma bitch would die. How sweet it would be to hear her screams.Across the courtyard the screen to Shimizu's quarters rested ajar.Lamplight burned beyond, throwing the distorted silhouette of aman hunched on his cushions with a flask. He's drinking again,Teani thought in disgust, and all because she had delayed in thegreat hall, striving with no success to get jingu to reassign theplotting of Mara's execution. The concubine wished that pleasurefor herself. The fact that her Lord did not care to delegate that taskto Teani left her no choice but to outwit him.Tossing her hair over now almost bare shoulders, the concubineresumed her walk towards the open screen. She entered so silentlythat for an instant the dark-haired man within did not notice. Teanistole that moment to study him.

Shimizu, First Strike Leader of the Minwanabi, was known to hisfellow soldiers as a man of fierce loyalties, passionate beliefs, andforthright personality. His quick reflexes and near-infalliblejudgment on the battlefield had earned him early promotion; hisface was young for his post, unlined except for the scars acquired
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through his profession. His only flaw was a thin skin, giving him atemper that could erupt without warning. His eyes were hooded, hismoods difficult to read except when he drank. In the petulant thrustof his lower lip, Teani saw frustration - the sulky, explosive sortgiven to men who are balked by a lover. Teani congratulated herselfon a task well performed. She knew this man for a fool, sick insidewith longing for her body, and the sort of emotional juvenile whomistook longing for love. And by the sweat that shone on hismuscled chest, Teani knew that Shimizu was hers to use at will, atool perfectly tempered to do her bidding; as so many others hadbeen, male and female.

Except Mara. The Lady of the Acoma had escaped her. For that,Teani assembled her most inviting smile and, from behind, raised ahand to touch the sweating flesh of Shimizu's shoulder.He started violently, and his hand grasped and drew the sword hekept always by his knee. The blade sang from beneath the sheath,turning to kill even as he recognized his lover. The edge caught insoft silk and stopped, barely short of bloodshed.'Woman!' Shimizu's face paled, then flushed with anger, both atthe lateness of Teani's arrival and the stealth of her entry. As herecovered his poise, he noticed a queer brilliance in her eyes. Herlips were slightly parted, as if the sword had been a lover toembrace. Her nipples hardened as she breathed deeply, excited bythe brush of the razor-sharp edge against her flesh. Recognition ofher twisted passions soured his welcome slightly; he sheathed hisweapon with a show of disgust. 'You're mad, woman, sick in themind. I might have run you through.'

But the anger, the disgust, never lasted. When Teani tipped herface upward, her breasts pressing firmly through his tunic, Shimizulowered his head like one starving and savoured the kiss made hotfor him by a slight brush with death. She had solved him like apuzzle. Every touch seemed to melt him to the marrow of his bones.Unable to suppress his surge of joyous welcome, Shimizu caught hisfingers in the ties that closed her gown. 'You can stay, my love? Tellme that jingu is preoccupied with his guests, and that you will nothave to return to his bed this night.'

Teani brushed his ear with her tongue and answered, her breathhot against his neck. 'Jingu does not expect me back to hischambers,' she lied. Then, waiting for his fingers to grip more
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insistently at her clothing, she fended him off. 'But tonight I may notstay.'

Shimizu frowned, his eyes suddenly hard in the light of the single

oil lamp. 'Why not? Do you share your affections elsewhere?'Teani laughed, letting him dangle a moment before she slippedher robe from her shoulders and bared her lovely breasts. Shimizutried to remain stern, but his attention was clearly engaged. 'I loveno other, my fine warrior.' She shaded her tone with just enoughhint of sarcasm to leave him a bit in doubt. 'It is state business thattakes me from your side this night. Now, will you waste what timewe have, or will you.. .' And she moaned, biting softly as hestopped her words with his lips.

Yet this time, deliberately, she held back enough that he did notlose his train of thought.

His hands roughened on the bare silk of her skin, and his tone.grew demanding. 'Why, then, did you delay so long in coming tome?'

Teani whipped back her honey-streaked hair in a show of pique.'How distrustful you are. Do you fear that your sword is not enoughto please a woman?' She moved away, both to tease and to allowhim a better view of her half-nude body.

Shimizu frowned, and his hands caught her shoulders. But nowTeani softened like butter against him. Her fingers slid skilfullythrough the slit in his robe. He tensed in delicious apprehension asshe scratched her nails along the inside of his thigh.'And such a mighty sword,' she murmured, eyelids drooping asher mouth formed a pouting smile. 'My Lord of the Minwanabidetained me with tiresome instructions. It seems he wants theAcoma bitch dead, and I'm the one chosen for the filthy chore.'But even as her hands found their mark and stroked in themanner he most preferred, Shimizu pulled back. Instantly Teaniknew she had pushed too fast; or perhaps erred in her manner ofpresentation. She bent instantly, her hair trailing across his thighs,and teased his flesh with her tongue.

Shimizu took a moment to respond; then his hands tightenedagainst her back, and his voice, dreamily, resumed above her.'That's most strange, my love, that my Lord gave such instructions.'Teani's interest sharpened. She straightened and set her hands to
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untie the laces of his sandals. 'Gods, do you always have to wearyour studded soles in the house?

 

Shimizu shifted impatiently, but the concubine continued withhis laces. The hardened tip of her breast brushed the inside of hisknee as she worked, driving him wild to the point where heanswered her next lazy query without thinking.,Why? Oh, my Lord told me yesterday that the Acoma girl was todie, but he intends to break her spirit first Terrify her, he said, bykilling off her servants and retainers so that when he strikes, she willbe utterly alone.' Here Shimizu stopped and flushed, aware that his

tongue had become loose. He tangled one fist in red-gold hair,drawing Teani away from the sandal as yet left fastened. 'I thinkwoman. You do not go to kill Mara, but to couple with

YOU -

another this night.' ;t-.

 

Teani's eyes flashed, partly in excitement for violence arousedher; and also because men were so laughably predictable. She did

not deny the accusation,but provoked further by saying, 'Whatmakes you think that I lie?'

Shimizu caught her wrists, jerking her body against him,. 'I sayyou lie because my orders for tomorrow night are to stage a falseraid by a thief and see that Papewaio, Strike Leader of the Acoma,lies dead on Mara's doorstep. Why then, without cancelling suchorders, should my Lord of the Minwanabi tell you to give the girl toTurakamu tonight. Heated by his handling, and loosened by the ridiculous eawhich she had goaded his ego and caused him to spill his confidenceto her, Teani raised her chin in challenge. 'How should I know the

ways of great men?' She met his eyes to assure herself that hishunger was still kindled. 'My love, you are jealous beyond rationalthought. Shall we strike a bargain to salve your feelings? I will liehere with you tonight, and tell Minwanabi that I tried and failed toreach Mara of the Acoma with my knife. But in exchange, you mustrestore my honour by killing the girl along with Papewaiotomorrow.'

Shimizu did not speak but gathered Teani close. His fingersmoved impatiently, working the robe free of her body. She wore no

clothing beneath, and by the feverish way he pulled off his own robeand tunic, the concubine knew she had him. His preoccupation wasanswer enough. He would do her will on the morrow, to ensure she
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was his, and his alone, for the duration of the night. Shimizumistook her shiver of delight for passion. As he claimed her, histhoughts were solely of love; but the beautiful courtesan he coupled

with responded with cold-blooded skill, her purpose to ensure thatMara, Lady of the Acoma, would lie dead with a blade in her heart.

Mara wakened unrefreshed after a long and restless night. Hermaids sensed her tense mood. They fetched her robes and braidedsilk ribbons into her hair without speaking, while Nacoya grumbled

as she always did in the early hours of the morning. Too restless to

wait for the meal offered by the Minwanabi house staff, Marahurried Papewaio through his daily ritual of sword sharpening,then suggested a stroll by the lakeside. This provoked her First

Adviser to sour silence. e

But until Mara knew the extent of her peril, she preferred to avoid

any set pattern. Before she had a chance to mingle with the guests,

and observe which alliances were strong and which had grownweak, she could not hope to assess how powerful the Lord of theMinwanabi had become.

Mara breathed deeply, trying to enjoy the fresh air and flash of

the sun on the water. The breeze chased ripples over the shallows,and the fishing boats bobbed on moorings, awaiting hands to mantheir oars. Still, the calm of the lake lent no comfort. Aware thatNacoya's steps were not so spry as they might be, Mara at last

suggested they return to the estate house.

'That is wise, mistress,' Nacoya said in a tone that suggested theLady should not have gone walking where sand and dew mightspoil the silk ties of her sandals. But the old woman's rebuke lackedspirit. Her eyes were sad, and her heart felt empty so far from theAcoma estates. As she turned back to the palatial home of the Lord

of the Minwanabi, with its gardens, and its banners, and its deadlygathering of guests, Papewaio took her arm and steadied herwithout asking leave.

The reception to welcome the Wari . ord, Almecho, began atmidmorning, though the dignitary it was intended to honour wouldprobably not arrive until afternoon. When Mara arrived at the

festivities, most of the nobles of the Empire had gathered, plumed

and jewelled and hungry with ambition. The Game of the Councilpermeated all aspects of Tsurani life, yet none more so than
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extravagant affairs of state. The guests might stroll beneath fringedcanopies, eating exquisitely prepared foods, and exchanging gossipand tales of ancestral valour, or occasionally making wagers ortrade bargains. But every Lord present watched his peers with sharpeyes, seeing who curried favour with whom and, notably, who wasretiring, silent, or, more telling, absent altogether. Mara studied thefaces and the house colours along with the rest, aware she wasobserved in turn. The Lord of the Techtalt and his son gave herbarely a nod in greeting, which indicated that already many woulddelay being seen with her until the standing of the Acoma hadstabilized.

Mara adroitly made the issue seem trivial by leading Nacoya to atable and sending a servant for refreshments. She took care to askonly for dishes she had seen on the plates of other guests, and whenthe food arrived, she and her First Adviser were observed to eatwell, as if nerves did not trouble their appetites. Papewaio saw, andwould have smiled if the protocol expected of an honour guard didnot constrain him. Mara handled even the subtleties with fineness,for only by missing her breakfast could the fussy Nacoya be inducedto take refreshment under this much stress. The effect was not loston those guests who watched. A few nodded in covert admiration,and others whispered in corners. Still others were oblivious to theaffairs of the Acoma, being embroiled in plots of their own.Mara heard the Lord of the Xacatecas laugh low in his throat; hesaid something that caused the third son of the Ling Family to winceand turn pale. The offspring and cousins of the Xosai seemedeverywhere one turned, and the northern-born wife of theKaschatecas flirted shamelessly with the First Adviser of theChilapaningo. That dignitary looked as stiff as cured needra hide;quite probably he was mortified by her attentions, but she spoke toofast and gripped his sleeve too tightly for him to excuse himself.Mara scanned the crowd, noting the wide variety of fashions andhouse colours. She counted the guests in two categories: those whowere allies or not strong enough to challenge her, and those whowere threats or wished some vengeance upon her. Since theMinwanabi were numbered among the Five Great Families ofTsuranuanni, every powerful house in the Empire had sent somerepresentative. Mara noted the Keda, the Tonmargu, and theOaxatucan, each with their circle of flatterers. Lesser Lords kept
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their distance, or sought to wheedle favour. The Ekamchi lord'spurple headdress bent close to his First Adviser, while the red robesof the Inrodaka clashed with the garb of two servants whose liveryMara did not recognize. Having studied those guests who werepresent. she felt a sudden chill. Nowhere did she see a tunic ofscarlet and yellow.

As if sensing her uneasiness, Nacoya pushed aside thejigabirddbones that remained of her repast. 'I do not see the Lord of theAnasati,' she said pointedly. 'Unless the gods have delayed him, mydaughter, you and your young son are in the gravest danger.'Nacoya did not elaborate upon the obvious: that the absence of aprominent family was of political significance, the least aspect ofwhich was that Tecuma's vow to protect the Acoma for the sake ofAyaki would give no shelter unless he or his eldest son was inattendance. Without Anasati protection, Mara had only fiftywarriors. who were quartered in barracks beyond her reach. Nowthe coldness of the Techtalt's greeting gained a new significance; forit seemed possible that Buntokapi's slight against the Warlord haddamaged the Anasati name more than Mara had anticipated. Herdanger grew in proportion. The Lord of the Minwanabi might thinkhimself strong enough to obliterate the Acoma, then win the warthat would result when Tecuma sent armies to defend Ayaki's title.'You should not have accepted this invitation,' Nacoyawhispered.

Mara gestured sharp denial. Not even the fact that two housesnow stood in peril could change her resolve. She would survive, turndefeat into triumph if chance lent her the appropriate weapons. Butthe absence of an ally she had depended upon worried her enoughthat she failed to notice that Teani came late to the reception, asecretive, self-satisfied look on her face whenever she glanced atMara. Neither did the Lady of the Acoma rise from the table fastenough to avoid the Lord of the Ekamchi, who appeared, leering, ather elbow.

'Good day, Lady of the Acoma. What a surprise to see you did notbring any of your new cho-j a warriors to watch out for your health.'Mara bowed stiffly, reading an uncharacteristic boldness in thepudgy man's manner. 'My health is in sunlight, Lord of theEkamchi. And I do not lack protection with Papewaio at my side.'The Lord of the Ekamchi grimaced, having good cause to
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remember the courage and prowess of the Acoma First StrikeLeader. Still, some purpose kept him persistent, revealing to Marathat he knew of some shifting alliances before she did. Unwittinglyemulating her father, she chose the bold course and provoked theissue before it could be broached under less favourable circumstances. 'You have perhaps spoken with Tecuma of the Anasatilately?'

'Ah!' The Lord of the Ekamchi was taken aback. Still, his eyesflashed briefly in triumph as he recovered his poise. 'I regret to tellyou that our host, the Lord of the Minwanabi, did not inviteTecuma of the Anasati to this festival. He wished not to remind theWarlord of the late unpleasantness, indeed, the slight visited uponthat worthy man by the son who married the Acoma.''Buntokapi died with honour,' Mara said acidly. 'You demeanyourself by speaking ill of the dead.'Her words were a warning, anda challenge to Ekamchi honour if the subject was not dropped.The Lord who had insulted her withdrew with a barb of his own.'Still, I know that Tecuma could not have come, if circumstancespermitted. He is otherwise occupied, I have heard, since an attackon his richest trade caravan left its defenders dead to a man. He losthis goods, and two hundred warriors as well, to a most vicious bandof thieves.'The Ekamchi Lord smiled, for he knew, as would Mara,that such a slaughter had not been achieved by lawless men. Somegreat house moved boldly against the Anasati; and of them all, onlyone had sworn blood feud against the Acoma, who had contrivedTecuma's unwilling alliance.

'Pray to the gods for the health of your son,' sneered the Lord ofthe Ekamchi.

He walked off, and Mara missed the chance for a rejoinder. Thefact that so small a Lord would dare to insult her came as a shock,and also served to remind her that in the eyes of the pettiest enemiesher death was considered certain.
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The Warlord appeared.

He entered to a fanfare of flutes, his robe of gold-trimmed whitedazzling in the sunlight. Stark in contrast, two black-clad figureswalked at his side. Seeing them, the guests fell instantly silent. Eventhe Lord of the Minwanabi hesitated before greeting the man whowas second in power to the Emperor. When jingu did step forwardto bow, his manner was subdued and deferential rather thanboisterous. The presence of the black-robed Great Ones often hadthat effect on people. The minds of magicians were unknowable,and their ways beyond question. They existed outside the law, their

only task to serve the Empire. That Almecho had brought two ofthem to his birthday celebration affected every guest present; noplot could be certain, and no alliance completely dependable, withthe presence of magic like a wild thing in their midst. Somewhispered that Almecho had won several of the Black Robes to hiscause; others said much of this Warlord's policy was being decidedin the City of Magicians.

Mara watched the proceedings of formal greeting from anunobtrusive place in one corner. She was somewhat relieved to seethe Great Ones at Almecho's side, for the attention of the guestswould now be diverted by something besides her plight ... at leastfor a while. She was tired of dealing with the biting observations ofthe other guests, and sick of having the Lord of the Ekamchirepeatedly point out Tecuma's absence. The Great Ones would castlong shadows across the interplay of intrigue; they could bringmagic arts to play, render judgment swiftly and without appeal theirwords were as law. They could obliterate jingu in his ownhouse if they felt he threatened the Empire, and Desio would onlybow and intone the ritual phrase 'Your will, Great One.'
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Yet traditionally the Great Ones remained aloof from the Gameof the Council; some other gambit brought the two magicians.Mara smiled to herself. Whatever the reason for their arrival, theresult was two-edged: her enemies had other concerns, but thenMinwanabi gained a freer hand to work her demise as the guests'concerns focused elsewhere.

Yet even as Mara weighed the implications, the guests began toassemble, each family according to rank, to pay their respects to theWarlord. Mara and Nacoya would soon be required to leave theobscurity of their corner, for the Acoma were one of the mostancient names of the Empire, first among those that followed theoriginal Five Great Families. Still the Lady delayed, while the Kedaand Tonmargu gathered ahead of her. Then, as the Lord of theXacatecas strode forward in turn, she threaded her way through thecrowd.

'Go slowly,' she instructed Nacoya. Where other families movedin groups of sons, daughters, in-laws, and cousins, each relative ofthe blood being permitted an honour guard, her own contingentconsisted only of a First Adviser and Papewaio. Other Lords and-/.their advisers often did not notice her presence until she had passedthem by, since greatness and power seldom moved without fanfare.Quite often Mara could overhear enough of their conversations tocatch the drift of their concerns before the speakers were aware ofher proximity. More than one group of whisperers identified theGreat Ones as the same two who had engineered support in theAssembly of Magicians for Almecho's campaign on the barbarianworld. Several other magicians had come to be seen regularly withthe Warlord, earning them the sobriquet 'Warlord's pets'. Thehoods shaded the faces, making it difficult to recognize which twowizards attended. But if these were Ergoran and his brotherElgahar, more than one Lord's plots might suffer a setback.As the Xacatecas began their opening bows, Mara responded toNacoya's motherly prompting and made her way towards the dais.Kamatsu of the Shinzawai and his son fell in behind her as sheascended the stairs; and then the Xacatecas took their leave and shefound herself confronting Almecho and her host, jingu of theMinwanabi.

The Great Ones remained to one side, their unique social ranksetting them apart from any formal role in the greeting ceremony.
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But as she took her bow, Mara caught a clear look at one of themand recognized the hooked nose and thin lips of Ergoran beneaththe black hood. The Warlord took her hand as she rose, a slighttwist of sarcasm marring his smile as he returned the ritual greeting.He had evidently not forgotten their last meeting, when she haddutifully repeated the words of Buntokapi concerning needra pens.Etiquette prevented his raising the topic, since ritual suicide had

absolved the stain on Acoma honour. But nothing prevented theWarlord from initiating an exchange that caused Mara some socialdiscomfort.

'Lady Mara, what an unexpected delight. I'm pleased to see youbear as much personal courage as your father - to walk into thisnest of relli.' Still holding her hand, and stroking it in a patronizingdisplay of attention, he turned to jingu of the Minwanabi. His hoststood biting back his anger, as distressed by the last remark as wasMara. 'Jingu, you're not planning to spoil my birthday celebrationwith bloodshed, are you?'

The Lord of the Minwanabi's flush deepened as he spluttered adenial, but Almecho cut him off. To Mara he added,'just have yourbodyguard sleep lightly at your door, Lady. jingu knows if hedoesn't observe the proper form in killing you, he'll make me veryangry.' He glanced at his host. 'Not to mention that he's givensureties to his guests and it wouldn't be profitable to eliminate you ifhe had to take his own life as well, would it?'The Warlord laughed. In that instant Mara knew that the GreatGame was, truly, only a game to this man. If jingu could murder theLady of the Acoma in such a way that he could disavowresponsibility publicly, the Warlord would not only take noumbrage, but would silently applaud jingu for his cleverness. Evenif Jingu failed, to Almecho the whole situation would become adiverting amusement. Sweat dampened Mara's back. She trembleddespite her effort at self-control, and almost at her elbow the secondson of the Shinzawai whispered something to his father. Almecho'seyes narrowed; Mara's colour must have gone ashen, for theWarlord squeezed her hand.

'Don't be upset, little bird; jingu might surprise us all and behavehimself.'With a wide grin, Almecho added, 'The betting odds rightnow are that you might have a slight chance of leaving alive at theend of the celebration.'

 

358 % Daugbter of the Empire

 

He still showed no sign of releasing her, but before he couldderive further pleasure at her expense, a polite voice intruded.'My Lord Almecho . . .' Kamatsu of the Shinzawai insertedhimself into the conversation. Experienced through a lifetime spentin court intrigue, the former Warchief of the Kanazawai Clanchanged the subject with a charm few present could have equalled.'Only a few minutes ago the Lady Mara pointed out that I had noopportunity to introduce my younger son to you at her wedding.'Almecho's attention was diverted enough for Mara to disengagehis fingers. She half stepped to the left, and without breakingrhythm, Kamatsu moved likewise. Almecho had no gracefulalternative but to acknowledge the Shinzawai lord standing directlybefore him. A handsome young man accompanied his father.Kamatsu smiled and said, 'May I present to you my second son,Hokanu?'

The Warlord frowned, momentarily off balance. He inclined hishead towards Hokanu, but before his famous temper could invent adisparaging remark, Kamatsu continued. 'His elder brother,Kasumi, you've met. I'm sure you remember, Almecho - he is theForce Leader of the second army of the Kanazawai Clan in yourcampaign.'

Again the smooth remarks denied the Warlord more than a politemumble. Both Shinzawai moved onto the dais, causing othersbehind them to move towards the Warlord. As Almecho cast onelast glance at Mara, Kamatsu said, 'We will take up no more of yourtime, Lord, for you have many others waiting to greet you. May thegods smile down upon this celebration of your birthday.'The Warlord had no choice but to face the next of his guests. Bythen Mara had regained some of her composure. She silentlythanked the gods for the return of her wits and inclined her head ingrateful appreciation to the Lord of the Shinzawai. Kamatsu wasmoving away from the receiving line, but he returned a slight nod.His manner reflected something she had not seen since she hadentered the boundaries of the Minwanabi estates: sympathy. TheShinzawai lord might not be an ally, but he had showed himself noenemy either. He had risked much by interrupting Almecho's sport,yet the act had been boldly accomplished. While the fatherdeparted, Mara saw that the son lingered, his dark eyes followingher. She gave the young man a subtle smile but dared not voice her
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thanks, lest the Lord of the Minwanabi come to believe the Acomaand the Shinzawai held pact against him. Nacoya urgently tuggedher sleeve, hastening her steps towards the relative obscurity of acorner.

'You must leave this place, Mara-anni,' the First Adviser urged as

soon as they had a moment to themselves. While Papewaiopositioned himself between his mistress and the assembly of guests,she qualified. 'You have no allies here, with the Warlord makingsport of the Acoma. If you stay, you will lose your life, and Keyokewill face a war to protect Ayaki. Better the shame of flight than torisk the loss of the natami.'

Mara sat on an embroidered cushion and fought the wearinessthat dragged at her shoulders and back. 'We cannot leave now.''Girl, we must!' Closer than she had ever come to a publicexpression of fear, the old woman sank down by her mistress'sknee. 'The continuance of the Acoma is at stake.'Mara gently patted her First Adviser's hand. 'Mother of myheart, we cannot run from this confrontation. Not only would ourstock in the game fall far enough that we would deserve to becomethe butt of Almecho's humour, but I doubt we would escape alive. Ifwe somehow could flee over the borders of the Minwanabi estates,we would find ourselves vulnerable to open attack by "bandits"with no risk to jingu. Here, with his surety, we have a chance ofpreserving our lives.'

'Don't count on this, mistress,' Nacoya said sourly. 'Jingu of theMinwanabi would never have brought the daughter of Sezu here ifhe thought to let her escape. For you this place is like a nest ofpoisoned thorns, filled with a hundred deadly traps. With even thegods' favour, you could not avoid them all.'

Mara straightened, stung by a spark of anger. 'You think me agirl still, old mother. That is a mistake. jingu's threats and even theWarlord's ridicule will not make me shame my ancestors. Somehow,by cunning or by politics, we will escape this trap andtriumph.'

Though as frightened inside as Nacoya, Mara managed thewords with conviction. The elderly woman heard, and wascomforted, while across the room Hokanu of the Shinzawaiobserved the proud bearing of Mara of the Acoma. She hadadmirable courage for one so young. If Minwanabi wished her
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dead, his plot would need to be deviously woven, for this girl was atrue daughter of her father.

The afternoon progressed tediously after that. jingu of theMinwanabi had arranged for musicians, tumblers, and a one-actfarce in the Segumi style. Yet even with the Warlord's Great Ones inattendance, the Tsurani love of the arts could not completely eclipsethe lure of politics. Several Lords had hoped to exploit the fact thatAlmecho had overextended his position in the wars on thebarbarian world. Now, with the two magicians who controlled allpassage between Kelewan and Midkemia seated like the shadows ofmidnight in their midst, even the boldest Lords dared not seeksupport for their plots. Mara overheard many expressions ofannoyance that Almecho should flaunt his ties with the Great Onesat what should have been a celebration in his honour.As the curtains fell following the actors' final bows, Desio of theMinwanabi stepped onto the wooden platform erected for theperformance. His tread echoed hollowly on the boards as he strodeto centre stage, his arms raised for silence.

Heads turned, and whispered conversations stilled. Desiolowered his hands with a ruffle of feathered cuffs and made hisannouncement. 'Minwanabi scouts have brought word of anoutbreak of trouble on the river. A band of water pirates has sweptdown from the north, and two barges have been robbed and burnednear the borders of this estate.' A murmur swept the hall, thenstilled as the heir of the Minwanabi added more. 'Lord jingu hasheard the Warlord's request that his birthday celebrations not bespoiled by bloodshed. To this end, he has ordered the chain beneaththe prayer gate raised, cutting off the inlet from the lake. Any bargeattempting passage from the river will be burned on sight, and anyguests wishing to leave this celebration early should inform us oftheir intention, that the warriors on duty can let them out.' Desiofinished with a deferential bow, and a pointed smile at the Lady ofthe Acoma. Then tumblers replaced him on the stage, and the partyfor the Warlord resumed.

Mara managed not to show resentment at this latest plot ofMinwanabi's. Not only had he managed to make any attempt atdeparture a public admission of cowardice, but he had neatly givenhimself an excuse if a guest chanced to be slaughtered on the riverbeyond his gates. Not even a messenger could be sent to the Acoma
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estates without jingu's knowledge. Mara glanced at Papewaio andknew by his tired eyes that he understood; even Keyoke could not bewarned. The stakes were now higher than any of her advisers had

anticipated. If she died, very likely an attack on Ayaki would occurbefore word of her demise reached the Acoma estates.An old friend of her father's, Pataki of the Sida, passed near hertable, and bowed politely. In a voice that only Mara and Nacoyacould hear, he said, 'You would be wise to send your bodyguardaway to rest.'

'Your advice is sound, my Lord.' She smiled and tried to look lesstired. 'But I suggested the same thing earlier, and Papewaio said hedid not care to sleep.'

The aged Lord nodded, aware as they all were that the warrior'sdedication was not misplaced. 'Be wary, daughter of Sezu,' Patakisaid. 'Almecho has little love for jingu. He would enjoy seeingMinwanabi ambition blunted, but he needs their support in his littlewar on the barbarian world. So should jingu manage to kill youwithout shame, Almecho would do nothing against him.' For amoment the Lord of the Sida regarded the dais where the guest ofhonour sat dining. Almost reflectively he added, 'Still, should jingube caught breaking his oath of surety for guests, Almecho wouldhappily observe the ritual suicide.' As if they had been speakingpleasantries, Pataki smiled. 'Many here have a stake in what befallsthe Acoma, my Lady. But none will act against you save theMinwanabi. At least you know your enemy.'

With sudden warmth, Mara returned a nod of respect. 'I think Ialso know my friend as well, Lord Pataki.'

The old man laughed, feigning reaction to a witty remark. 'TheSida and the Acoma have dealt honourably with each other formany generations.' He glanced to his own table where twograndsons sat waiting. 'Your father and I had even spoken of apossible alliance from time to time.' His old eyes turned shrewd. 'Iwould like to think you and I may someday speak of such things.Now I must return to my family. May the gods protect you, myLady.'

'And may the gods protect the Sida,' Mara returned.Nacoya leaned closer to Mara and whispered, 'At least one here isa man like your father.'

Mara nodded. 'Yet even he will not lend a hand when jingu acts.'
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The weak had been known to die in public with no outcry fromobservers, so long as the forms were observed. Minwanabi wouldstrike. The only question was when.

Beyond the opened screens, dusk shadowed the shoreline, and thelake gleamed like a sheet of hammered silver in the afterglow. Starspricked the zenith one by one, while slaves with wicks and oil jarsmade their rounds to light the lamps. Soon full darkness would fall,and then the danger would increase. Mara followed the other gueststo the banquet hall, doing her best to match their mood of gaietyand enjoyment. But with all her heart she wished for a warrior'srole, to fight with armour and sword until death found herself or herenemies; to walk in fear through a crowd who smiled and laughedwas to be undone one strand at a time, until dignity became a maskto conceal madness.

The repast served by jingu of the Minwanabi to honour theWarlord was prepared by some of the finest cooks in the Empire; yetMara ate without tasting what she took from dishes ornamentedwith rare metal rims. She strove throughout the meal to easeNacoya's strained nerves, all the while aware that Papewaiostruggled not to fall asleep in his tracks. Without asking, she knewthat he had stood guard the past night without rest, and though hewas a strong man, keen of mind and determined of will, he couldnot be expected to maintain his faqade of vigilance much longer.Mara excused her party from the festivities at the earliest opportunity.

Black shadows thrown by deep hoods made the expressions ofthe Great Ones unreadable, but their eyes followed Mara as sherose. To their right, Almecho smiled broadly, his elbow digging theLord of the Minwanabi in the ribs. And from every part of the halleyes watched with contempt as the Lady of the Acoma helped heraged First Adviser to her feet.

'I wish you pleasant dreams,' murmured Desio of the Minwanabias the small party moved off towards the hallway.Mara was too weary to respond. A moment later, when the Lordof the Ekamchi detained her in the doorway for one last jab at herexpense, Papewaio saw her shoulders stiffen. The idea that hismistress should suffer even one more slight from this fat little manignited the tall warrior's temper. Before Mara could speak, andbefore the other guests could become aware of the situation,
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Papewaio grasped the Lord of the Ekamchi by the shoulders and

moved him forcibly through the doorway, out of view of the diners.The Lord of the Ekamchi gasped in astonishment. Then hisplump cheeks quivered with outrage. 'Wrath of the gods!' he sworeas the tall warrior towered over him. 'You ignorant oaf, do youthink you can handle me without penalty?'

Behind him, his own bodyguards rattled weapons, but they couldnot strike past their master's fat bulk to reach Papewaio.To all this bluster the Strike Leader of the Acoma returned abland indifference. 'If you trouble my Lady any more, I will do morethan handle you,' he warned. 'I will handle you with violence!'Ekamchi spluttered. His guards half drew their swords, restrainedonly by the fact that Papewaio could harm their masterlong before they could move.

'Step aside,' said Mara clearly to the Lord who blocked thepassage. 'Even you would not dare to mar the Warlord's birthdaycelebration with bloodshed, Techachi of the Ekamchi.'The fat Lord reddened further. 'For a servant to lay hands on aman of my rank carries a death sentence,' he carped.'I see,' said Mara, nodding sagely.

Papewaio raised his helmet, revealing the black rag of shamealready tied to his brow. He smiled.

The Lord of the Ekamchi paled and stepped aside, mumbling ahasty excuse. He could not demand the execution of a man alreadycondemned; and if he ordered his guards to attack, he only grantedthe wretch an honourable death by the blade. Caught in hisquandary, and hating Mara the more for it, he stalked back into thebanquet.

'Hurry along, old mother,' Mara whispered to Nacoya. 'Thecorridors are not safe for us.'

'Do you think our suite is any less of a trap?' the old womanreturned, but she hastened her steps according to her mistress'swishes.

Yet as Mara had guessed, privacy and quiet did much to restoreNacoya's wits. Changed into more comfortable lounging robes,and seated upon cushions, the old woman began dryly to instructher mistress in the ways of survival in a hostile court.'You must set lamps outside, opposite each of the screens,' sheinsisted. 'This way, an assassin trying to enter will throw a shadow
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against the paper, and you will see him coming. Also, lights insideshould be placed between you and the windows, so that your ownform will not show up as a silhouette to anyone lurking outside.'Mara nodded, wisely allowing Nacoya to ramble on. The trickswith the lamps she had learned from Lano, and upon entering hersuite, she had detailed one of her maids to arrange thingsaccordingly. Soon she and the old woman sat bathed in light, thestolid bulk of Papewaio on guard at the entrance.With nothing else to distract her,

own concerns.

 

Mara felt the pressure of her

She confided those worries to her First Adviser.'Nacoya, what of the fifty warriors stationed at the barracks? TheMinwanabi oath of surety does not include our retinue and I feartheir lives may be threatened.'

'I think not.' The old woman's confidence was unexpected afterher daylong siege of insecurity.

Mara restrained the urge to be angry. 'But to kill them would beso easy to arrange. A false claim that a plague of summer fever hadbroken out in the barracks - on even a suspicion of disease, thebodies would be burned. No man could prove how our soldiers haddied . . .'

Nacoya touched Mara's wrists. 'You fret for the wrong causes,Mara-anni. Minwanabi will not trouble himself with the lives ofyour warriors. Mistress, all he has to do is strike you and Ayakidown, and every man who wears Acoma green will become a greywarrior. masterless and cursed by the gods. That fate would suitjingu's tastes better, I am thinking.'

Here the First Adviser paused. She sought her mistress's eyes butfound them closed. 'Mara, listen to me. Other dangers await, likerelli coiled in the darkness. You must be aware of Teani.' Nacoyasat straighter, as yet showing no inclination to retire. 'I observed herall day, and she watched you tirelessly while your back was turned.'But Mara was too weary to remain alert. Propped on one elbowin the cushions, she let her mind drift without discipline. Nacoyaregarded her with ancient eyes and knew the girl had reached thelimits of her endurance. She must not be permitted to sleep, for if anassassin struck, she must be ready to snuff out the lamp and retirequickly to the corner Papewaio had designated for emergencies, sothat he would not inadvertently strike the wrong mark with hissword.
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'Did you heed?' Nacoya asked sharply.

'Yes, mother of my heart.' But with the Warlord himself finding

amusement in the Acoma predicament, Teani was the least of

Mara's worries. Or so she thought, as the light threw shadows likedeath over the carry boxes that held her gowns and jewellery. Howwould Lano or her father, Lord Sezu, have handled the Acomahonour in this situation? Mara frowned, trying to guess how thosewho had died at the hand of Minwanabi treachery might haveadvised her to act. But no voices answered. In the end she had onlyher wits.

That conclusion haunted her into a fitful sleep. Though instinctwarned against rest, she looked too much like a thin, tired child.Nacoya, who had raised her from infancy, could no longer bear tobadger her. Instead, she arose from the cushions and delved into theclothing in the carry boxes.

Mara was deeply asleep by the time the old woman returned, herhands draped with a gauzy collection of silk scarves. These shearranged near the lamp by the sleeping mats, one last-ditchpreparation before she herself succumbed to exhaustion. Whatwould be would be. Two women, two maids, and one overburdenedwarrior were no match for the entire household of theMinwanabi. Nacoya hoped only the attack would come soon, thatPapewaio might retain awareness enough to fight back.But the night wore on without incident. The old nurse noddedand slept while the warrior on guard beyond the screen struggledagainst a numbing haze of exhaustion. Overtired nerves caused himto see movement in the garden, odd shapes suggesting lurkingdangers. He blinked, and over and over again the shapes resolvedinto a bush or tree, or simply a shadow moving as the copper face ofthe moon dimmed and brightened behind a cloud. SometimesPapewaio dozed, only to snap erect at the slightest suggestion of asound. Yet the attack, when it came, caught him napping.Mara jerked awake, sweating, confused, and uncertain of hersurroundings. 'Cala?' she murmured, naming the maid whonormally attended her at home.

Then a terrible tearing of paper and the sound of snapping woodjabbed her fully alert. Bodies struck the tiles not far from hercushions, followed by a man's grunt of pain.

Mara rolled out of her cushions, banging against Nacoya in the
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process. The old woman woke with a shrill scream of terror, andwhile Mara fumbled in the darkness to seek the safe cornerPapewaio had prepared, Nacoya delayed. Her hands raked up thescarves and tossed them in panic over the lamp. Fire bloomed like aflower, blazing and banishing the dark. Mara blundered to a halt,her shins bruised against an unfamiliar side table. Horrible, coarsegasps sounded in the darkness beyond the torn screen.Crying now, and praying for Lashima's guidance, Mara squintedthrough the conflagration around the lamp. She saw Nacoya lift acushion and sweep the whole into the damaged screen, igniting thetom paper.

Flames leaped up, shedding golden light over the twisted featuresof a stranger, flung full length across the threshold with his armslocked in struggle with Papewaio. The Acoma First Strike Leadersat astride the man, hands clutching his throat. The combatantsseemed a match in size and strength, but few could equalPapewaio's fury in battle. Each man sought to choke the other.Papewaio's face was a red mask of agony, matching his opponent's.Then Mara gasped. Horrified, she noticed the dagger stuck throughthe armhole of Papewaio's armour.

But even though he was wounded. Papewaio's strength wasgreat. the fingers gripping his throat weakened and slipped. With afinal jerk he brought the assassin's head up, then pulled with bothhands, snapping bones with an audible crack. Limp arms fell fromPapewaio's throat and the body convulsed. Papewaio released hisgrip, and the corpse fell to the floor, the neck twisted at a terribleangle. Dim shadows moved in the courtyard beyond. Nacoya didnot wait to identify them but raised her voice in the loudest screamshe could muster.

'Fire! Awake! Awake! There is fire in the house!'Mara caught her idea and repeated the cry. In the droughts ofsummer, a Tsurani estate house might burn to the ground as a resultof a mishandled lamp. And the flames Nacoya had started alreadychewed hungrily at the framing that supported the roof tiles.Minwanabi, his servants, and his guests must all respect the threatof fire. They would come, but all too likely too late to matter.As the light brightened, Mara saw Papewaio cast around for hissword. He glanced over his shoulder and moved out of sight.reaching for something. Sounds followed that froze Mara to the
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heart: the smack of a blade cutting flesh and a grunt of pain. She

rushed forward, calling for Papewaio. Guided by a glint of greenarmour, she saw her honour guard twist and fall heavily. Beyondhim the plumes of a Minwanabi officer flared orange in the glow.Strike Leader Shimizu straightened with a bloodied sword, and inhis eyes

Mara read murder.

Yet she did not flee. Beyond, lights bloomed in the windows.screens slid back, and robed figures ran forth, wakened byNacoya's cry of fire.

Saved by the presence of witnesses, Mara confronted Papewaio's'Would you murder me before the eyes of all the guests andcondemn your lawful Lord to death?'

Shimizu glanced quickly to either side and saw the runningfigures who converged across the courtyard. Flames ripped rapidlyup the roof line, and Nacoya's cries were joined by a chorus ofothers. The alarm was spreading rapidly through the estate house,and soon every able man would appear upon the scene withbuckets.

The chance to kill Mara was lost. Shimizu might love Teani, but a,warrior's code would never value a courtesan above honour. He,,,,bowed and sheathed his fouled blade. 'Lady, I just aided yourhonour guard in dispatching a thief. That he died at his duty is thewill of the gods. Now you must flee the fire!''Thief?' Mara all but choked on the word; at her feet, Papewaiosprawled with a black-handled dagger in his shoulder. Thatthrust could never have killed him, but the gaping wound throughhis heart surely had.

The first, shouting guests reached the scene of the fire, and takingno further notice of Mara, the Minwanabi Strike Leader called"orders to clear the halls. Already the flames reached the cornersupports, and fumes boiled white from the varnish, filling the airwith an acrid odour.

the guests pushed Nacoya, clutching a few belongingsas the two whimpering maids hauled the biggest carry box out ofThrough

harm's way. 'Come, child.' Nacoya caught her mistress's sleeve,,trying to pull her down the hall to safety.

tears and smoke stung Mara's eyes. She resisted Nacoya'sefforts, motioning for the Minwanabi servants who arrived toassist. Nacoya indulged in a rare blasphemy, but her mistressI
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refused to move. Two servants took the carry box from thestruggling maids. Others raced to gather the rest of Mara's propertyfrom the rapidly spreading flames. Two burly workers took Nacoyaby the arm and led her out of danger.

Shimizu caught at Mara's robe. 'You must come, Lady. The wallswill soon fall.' Already the heat of the blaze was becomingunbearable.

The bucket bearers began their job. Water hissed onto flamingtimbers, but on the opposite side of the room from the place wherethe dead thief lay. His clothing had begun to blaze, eradicating anyevidence of treachery he might have provided. Dully Mararesponded to necessity. 'I will not leave until the body of my StrikeLeader has been carried from the field.'

Shimizu nodded. Without emotion he bent and shouldered thecorpse of the warrior he had just run through with a sword.Mara followed through halls choking with smoke as a murdererbore brave Papewaio's body to the coolness of the night. Shestumbled past servants who struggled with slopping buckets tobattle the blaze, lest their master's estate house become totallyengulfed. Mara implored the gods to let it burn, let it all burn, sothat jingu might know a tenth part of the loss she felt at Pape'sdeath.

She might have wept then for the loss of a loyal friend; but amid acluster of sleep-rumpled guests jingu of the Minwanabi awaited, hiseyes bright with the joy of victory.

Shimizu deposited Papewaio's body on the cool grass and said,'Master, a thief - one of your servants - sought to use the confusionof new guests in the house to cover his escape. I found him dead atthe hands of the Lady of the Acoma's honour guard, but that bravewarrior was also slain in turn. I found this on the dead man.'Shimizu gave over a necklace of no particular beauty but fashionedfrom costly metal.

jingu nodded. 'This belongs to my wife. The culprit must be ahouse servant who pilfered our quarters while we dined.' With anevil grin, he turned to face Mara. 'It is a pity that such a worthywarrior had to give his life to protect a trinket.'No evidence or witness existed to refute such obvious lies. Mara'swits returned like a cold rush of wind. Before jingu of theMinwanabi she bowed with icy poise. 'My Lord, it is true that my
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'strike Leader Papewaio died bravely, defending the wealth of yourfrom a thief.

Taking her agreement for capitulation, and a salute to his

in the game, the Lord of the Minwanabi expansivelycommiseration. 'Lady, your Strike Leader's valour in behalfof my house shall not be unremarked. Let all present know that heconducted himself with highest honour.'

Mara returned a level stare. 'Then honour Papewaio's spirit as heGrant his memory due ceremony and provide him a

funeral in proportion to his sacrifice.'

The shouts of the bucket brigade filled an interval as Jinguconsidered refusing Mara's request. But then he noticed theWarlord grinning at him through an opened screen across thecourtyard.

Almecho was aware that Papewaio's death had been murder; butcontrived excuses did not upset protocol, such nuances amusedhim hugely, and since Mara had not cried for mercy, or otherwiseflinched from the brutalities inherent in the Great Game, she wasdue this recompense from her enemy. Almecho called out to jingu in,,,.a show of camaraderie, 'My Lord host, your wife's metal jewelleryis worth many times the cost of such a rite. Give the Acoma man hisfuneral, for the gods' sake, jingu. His death leaves you a debt ofhonour. And since he lost his life at my birthday celebration, twentyof my own Imperial Whites shall stand in salute around the pyre.'jingu returned a deferential nod to Almecho, but his eyes showedcold annoyance in the light of the flames that still burned throughone of his finer suites. 'Hail to Papewaio,' he conceded to Mara.tomorrow I shall honour his shade with a funeral.'Mara bowed and retired to Nacoya's side. Supported by hermaids, she watched Shimizu retrieve the limp form of Papewaio andtoss him indifferently to the strangers who would prepare him forhis funeral. Tears threatened her composure. Survival did not seempossible without Pape. The hands dragging lifelessly across thedamp grass had guarded her cradle when she was first born; theyhad steadied some of her first steps and defended her from murderin the sacred grove. The fact that the Lord of the Minwanabi wasnow obliged to pay for an extravagant ceremony to honour thewarrior of an enemy house seemed a hollow victory, and meaningless. No more would the flamboyant red shirt with its tassels and
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embroidery bother anyone's eyes on festival days; and right nowthat loss seemed more important than any power gained in theGame of the Council.
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The drums boomed.

The guests of jingu of the Minwanabi gathered in the main foyerof the estate house for Papewaio's funeral. Foremost among them,and veiled in red in deference to the God of Death, Mara of theAcoma led her temporary honour guard, one of the Warlord'sImperial Whites. The drumbeat deepened, the sign for the processionto begin. Mara held a frond of ke reed in her hands, theraising of which would signal the marchers forward. Now was thetime. Yet she closed her eyes, hesitant.

Weariness and grief left an ache inside that no ceremony wouldassuage. The Acoma were warriors, and Papewaio had given his lifeto serve his mistress, earning him an honourable death, but Marastill ached for him.

The drums boomed again, insistent. Mara lifted the scarlet reed.Feeling more alone that ever before in her life, she led the processionthrough the wide doorway to honour the shade of Papewaio, FirstStrike Leader of the Acoma. jingu of the Minwanabi and theWarlord came after her, followed by the most powerful families ofthe Empire. They moved without speaking into a daylight turnedgloomy with clouds. Mara's steps were heavy, her feet reluctant tocontinue, yet each time the drum beat, she managed another stride.She had slept safely the night before in the Warlord's suite; but herrest had been the drugged sleep of total fatigue, and she had notawakened refreshed.

A rare storm had blown in from the north, bringing misting rain.Low-hanging tendrils of fog curled across the surface of the lake,stone-grey in the subdued light. The damp made the air chill afterweeks of and heat, and Mara shivered. The earth under her sandalsseemed dank as death itself. She thanked the Goddess of Wisdom
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that Nacoya had not insisted upon attending the funeral ceremony.By agreement with her mistress, the old woman had pleaded illnessfrom the smoke and the sorrow of the last night's events; for themoment she lay safe on her mat in the suite of the Warlord,Almecho.

Mara led the procession down the gentle slope to the lakeside,grateful that only her own safety should concern her; for the guestswho walked in pairs behind her were edgy, unpredictable as cagedbeasts. Not one of them believed the fiction that a servant had stolenthe jewels of the Lady of the Minwanabi. No one had been impoliteenough to point out that Shimizu had the alleged booty in hispossession while the thief's body was consumed by fire beforeanyone could reach him. The possibility that jingu had violated hispledged oath of guest safety could not be questioned without proof.Hereafter Mara and her retinue might not be the only targets forsuch plotting; no Lord present dared relax for the remainder of thegathering, for a few among them might react to the uncertainty inthe atmosphere and strike at enemies of their own.Only the Warlord seemed amused. Since he was the Emperor'svoice within the Empire, the conspiracies and the setbacks of therival factions beneath him offered as much enjoyment as thefestivities honouring his birthday - which Papewaio's funeral haddeferred until tomorrow. While his host, the Lord of the Minwanabi,fixed his attentions on Mara of the Acoma, Almecho knew jinguwas not plotting to wear the white and gold - at least not this week.Though most guests marched in proper silence, Almechowhispered pleasantries in the car of jingu. This landed the Lord ofthe Minwanabi in a prickly mesh of protocol: whether he shouldremain serious, as was proper for a Lord who attended the funeralof one who had died defending his property; or whether he shoulddefer to the mood of his guest of honour, and smile at the jokes,which in all likelihood were presented to provoke precisely thissame dilemma.

But Mara drew no satisfaction from jingu's discomfort. Ahead,on a finger of land past the piers, rose the ceremonial pyre of theAcoma First Strike Leader. He lay in his plumes and ceremonialarmour, his sword upon his breast; and across the blade, his crossedwrists were bound with scarlet cord, signifying death's dominanceover the flesh. Beyond him, at attention, stood the fifty warriors of
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the Acoma retinue. They were permitted at the gathering to honour

their departed officer; and from their number Mara must choosePapewaio's successor, one soldier to stand as her honour guardthroughout the remainder of the celebration for the Warlord.Almost, her step faltered on the path. To think of another in Pape'splace brought pain past bearing; yet the more practical side of hermind kept functioning. Her next stride was firm, and her choicealready made. Arakasi must wear the honour guard's mantle, forshe would need any information he might have gathered to counterthe Minwanabi threat.

Mara stepped up to the bier. She lowered the scarlet reed, and theguests fanned out, forming a circle around Papewaio's body,leaving small openings at the east and west. The neat lines of Acomawarriors waited behind Papewaio's head, each holding his swordpoint down in the earth to symbolize a warrior fallen.The drums boomed and fell silent. Mara raised her voice to openthe ceremonies. 'We are gathered to commemorate the life deeds ofPapewaio, son of Papendaio, grandson of Kelsai. Let all presentknow that he achieved the rank of First Strike Leader of the Acoma,and that the honours that earned him this position were many.'Mara paused and faced east; and the small gap left in the circlewas now filled by a white-robed priest of Chochocan, who worearmlets woven of thyza reed, and whose presence symbolized life.The Lady of the Acoma bowed in deference to the god, then beganto recite the memorable deeds of Papewaio's service, from the firstday of his oath to the Acoma natami. As she spoke, the priest shedhis mantle. Naked but for his symbols of office, he danced incelebration of the strong, brave warrior who lay in state upon thebier.

The list of Papewaio's honours was a lengthy one. Well before therecitation ended, Mara had to struggle to keep her composure. Yetas her account faltered, the guests did not fidget or show boredom.Life and death, and the winning of glory according to the code ofhonour, were a subject central to the Tsurani civilization; the deedsof this particular servant of the Acoma were impressive. Rivalry,hatred. even blood feud did not extend past the borders of death,and so long as the priest danced in remembrance of Papewaio, theLord of the Minwanabi and every distinguished guest acknowledgedthe renown of the deceased.
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But no warrior's prowess could accomplish immortality. EventuallyMara reached the night when the blade of a thief had ended abrilliant career. The dancer bowed to the earth before the bier, andthe Lady of the Acoma turned west, where a red-robed priest stoodin the small gap in the circle. She bowed in respect to therepresentative of the Red God; and the priest in the service to theDeath God threw off his mantle.

He was masked with a red skull, for no mortal might know theface of death until his turn came to greet the Red God, Turakamu.The priest's skin was dyed scarlet, and his armlets were woven ofserpent skins. Again Mara raised her voice. She managed the lastwith flawless poise, for her life now balanced upon her ability toplay the Great Game. In ringing tones she described the death of awarrior. And with true Tsurani appreciation of theatre andceremony, she made her account an accolade to the honour ofPapewaio.

The priest of Turakamu danced a warrior's death, with bravery,glory, and honour that live on in memory. When he finished, hedrew a black knife and slashed the scarlet cords that boundPapewaio's wrists. The time for flesh was ended, and the spirit mustbe freed from its bondage to death.

Mara swallowed, her eyes dry and hard. From the priest ofTurakamu she accepted the flaming torch that burned at the foot ofthe bier. This she raised skyward, with a silent prayer to Lashima.Now she must name Papewaio's successor, the man who wouldassume his former duties so that his spirit would be free of mortalobligation. Saddened, Mara strode to the head of the bier. Withtrembling fingers she fixed the red reed to the warrior's helm. Thenshe plucked away the officer's plume, and turned to face the stillranks of the Acoma soldiers who closed the north end of the circle.'Arakasi,' she said; and though her summons was barely above awhisper, the Spy Master heard.

He stepped forward and bowed.

'I pray to the gods I have chosen wisely,' Mara murmured as shegave the torch and the plume into his hands.

Arakasi straightened and regarded her with dark, enigmatic eyes.Then, without comment, he turned and cried out for his companionat arms, Papewaio. The priest of Chochocan re-entered the circlewith a reed cage that contained a white-plumed tirik bird, symbol of
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the spirit of rebirth. As the flames touched the kindling stack

beneath Papewaio's muscled corpse, the priest slashed the reedconstraints with a knife. And Mara watched, her eyes misted, as thewhite bird shot skyward and vanished into the rain.Fire hissed and cracked, smoky in the dampness. The guestswaited a respectful interval before they filed slowly back to theestate house. Mara remained, along with her fifty warriors and hernewly chosen honour guard, waiting for the fire to burn out and thepriests of Chochocan and Turakamu to gather Papewaio's ashes.These would be enclosed within an urn and buried beneath the wallof the Acoma contemplation glade, to honour the fact thatPapewaio had died in loyal service to the family. For a time, Marawas alone with Arakasi, away from the scrutiny of the guests.'You did not bring Nacoya with you,' Arakasi murmured, hiswords barely audible over the snap of the pyre. 'Mistress, that wasclever.'

His choice of words pierced the lethargy left by grief. Maraturned her head slightly, studying the Spy Master to analyse thereason for the edge of sarcasm she had detected in his tone. 'Nacoyais in the estate house, ill.' Mara paused, waiting for a reply. Whennone came, she added, 'We shall be joining her within the hour. Doyou think you can keep us alive until evening?'The remainder of theday had been set aside for contemplation and remembrance ofPapewaio. But she referred to the fact that, once away from the bier,the guests would reassume the ongoing machinations of the game;and Arakasi, though competent, was not her most proficientswordsman.

The Spy Master accepted the implication with the barestindication of a smile. 'Very wise, indeed, my Lady.'And by his tone of relief, Mara understood. He had thought sheintended to flee the Minwanabi, now, while she was reunited withher warriors. Nacoya would have agreed to remain behind towardsthis end, an intentional sacrifice to blind Minwanabi to hermistress's intention to break and run for home. Mara swallowed,pained again by grief. How readily the old woman might haveembraced such a ruse, her abandonment in an enemy house agambit to ensure Acoma continuance.

'Papewaio was sacrifice enough,' Mara said, sharply enough forArakasi to know that flight was the last of her intentions.
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The Spy Master nodded fractionally. 'Good. You would not havesurvived, in any event. Minwanabi has ringed his estates with hisarmies, with the appearances of safeguarding the presence of hisguests. But over their drink and their dice, his soldiers admit thatmany others without colours wait outside the estate borders, posingas pirates or roving bands of outlaws, to trap the Lady of theAcoma.'

Mara's eyes widened. 'And how did you know this? By borrowingan orange tunic and mingling with the enemy?'

Arakasi chuckled, very low in his throat. 'Hardly that, my Lady. Ihave informants.' He regarded his mistress, studying a face that waspale but for the faint flush lent by the heat of the fire. Her slightframe was straight, and her eyes afraid but determined. 'Since westay and confront the Lord of the Minwanabi, there are things youshould know.'

Now Mara showed the slightest indication of triumph. 'LoyalArakasi. I chose you because I trusted you to hate the Lord of theMinwanabi as I do. We understand each other very well. Now tellme all you know that will help me to humble this man whomurdered my family and a warrior who was most dear to my heart.''He has a weak link in his household,' Arakasi said withoutpreamble. 'A relli in his nest that he does not know about. I havediscovered that Teani is an Anasati spy.'

Mara drew a startled breath. 'Teani?' She assessed this andsuddenly felt more than the chill of the rain. All along, Nacoya hadinsisted that the concubine had been more dangerous than Maracredited; and Mara had not listened, a mistake that might have costher everything she had struggled to gain, for here was a Minwanabiservant who had no concern should Mara's death cost jingu his lifeand honour. In fact, to arrange such a pass would no doubt pleaseTecuma, as it would avenge Buntokapi's death and remove the manmost likely to cause little Ayaki harm. Mara wasted no time onrecriminations but at once began to calculate how this informationmight be used to her advantage. 'What else do you know of Teani?''The news is very recent. Word just reached me last night.'Arakasi lifted the plume and, by tilting his head to affix it to hishelm, managed to speak directly into Mara's ear. 'I know theconcubine shares her favours with one of the higher-rankingofficers, which the Lord suspects but has not proven. jingu has
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many women he calls upon, but she is his favourite. He does not

care to do without her ... talents long.'

Mara considered this, gazing into the flames of Papewaio's pyre;and a memory returned, of fire and dark, when Pape had lain stillwarm in the courtyard at her feet. Teani had accompanied the Lordthe Minwanabi. While jingu had made a show of surprise, Teani,,..,,,,.seemed genuinely startled by Mara's presence. jingu had spokenbriefly to Shimizu, who had surely been Pape's executioner, while:~'4~',~,Teani's eyes had followed the Minwanabi Strike Leader with

contempt of a startling intensity. Mara had been preoccupied withPapewaio at the time, and the concubine's twisted hatred had notseemed significant. Now, though, the memory gained importance,particularly since Teani's reaction had caused Shimizu discomfort.'What is the name of Teani's lover?' Mara inquired.Arakasi shook his head. 'I don't know, mistress. But when wereach the estate house, I can send my agent there to find out.'Mara turned her head away as the flames consumed Papewaio'sbody. Watching was too painful, and the gesture gave her a betterchance to speak to Arakasi over the loud crackle of the flames. 'I willwager a full year's harvest it's Shimizu.'

Arakasi nodded, his expression set with sympathy as if his Ladyexpressed some thought on the valour of the departed. 'No bet,mistress; he's the most likely candidate.'

The oil-soaked wood beneath Papewaio finally caught, and flameerupted skyward, hot enough to consume even bone and hardenedhide armour. Only ashes would remain when the pyre cooled.'Pape,' murmured Mara. 'You will be avenged along with myfather and brother.' And now, while the sky wept cold drizzle, thefires consumed all that was mortal of the staunchest warrior Marahad known. She waited, no longer cold, her mind preoccupied withthe beginning of a plan.

 

Mara returned to the Warlord's suite following Papewaio's funeral.Soaked to the skin, and accompanied by an honour guard who alsodripped wet on the waxed wooden floor, she found Nacoya up fromher sleeping mat. In a waspish frame of mind, the old womanordered Mara's two maids to stop fussing over the carry boxes forthe move to new quarters and attend their mistress at once.The Lady of the Acoma fended off the attentions of the maids,
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sending them back to their packing. Though aware that Nacoya

was overwrought, she saw little sense in rushing the process ofchanging and refreshing herself after the funeral. For now sheneeded the security of the Warlord's suite.

Mara paused long enough to shake her dripping hair loose fromits coil. Then she nodded to Arakasi, who placed the urn containingPapewaio's remains by the carry boxes and stepped forward.'Go and seek Desio,' Mara instructed the man who now playedthe role of warrior. 'Tell him we will need servants to conduct us

and our belongings to the new suite the Lord of the Minwanabi hasseen fit to assign the Acoma.'

Arakasi bowed, showing no sign that his orders would be takenany way but literally. He left in silence, knowing Mara wouldunderstand that he would find Desio, but not by the most directroute. The Spy Master would seek his contacts and, with luck,return with the information Mara needed on Teani.

The weather cleared by sunset, and with the passing of the rain theguests of the Lord of the Minwanabi grew restless with theinactivity of contemplation. A few of them gathered in the larger
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courtyards, to play mo-jo-go, a gambling card game, while othersstaged bouts of mock combat between the more skilled warriors oftheir honour guards, with heavy betting. With Papewaio's recentdeath, Mara understandably did not participate; but the casualmingling of Minwanabi's household staff and the informality of theLords present offered an ideal chance for Arakasi to gatherintelligence. Watching him through the slightly parted screen doorof her new chambers, Mara could not guess whether the Spy Masterhad contacts in every major Lord's retinue, or whether the man'sacting ability enabled him to lure even loyal men into casualconversation. However he garnered his news, by sundown whenArakasi returned with the second of his reports, his informationabout Teani was astonishingly detailed.

'You were right, Lady. Shimizu is certainly Teani's lover,'Arakasi accepted thyza bread and delicately smoked meats from atray offered by Nacoya. Mara had chosen to eat supper in herrooms and had invited the Spy Master to share her meal.The Lady of the Acoma watched with unreadable eyes while

Arakasi arranged strips of needra on thyza pastry. His clever fingers
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rolled the result into a twist, which he ate with the manners of aborn noble. 'More than that,' he resumed, knowing Mara wouldtake his meaning. 'Teani has the Minwanabi Strike Leader nettedlike a fish. He follows along as she pulls, though his better instinctsmight be inclined otherwise.'

Here the Spy Master paused in his repast. 'Last night the twolovers quarrelled.' He grinned. 'The servant lighting lamps over;,..,.,,',,heard and stayed around cleaning wicks - he found the converfascinating.The man was reluctant to speak to my agent, asi~"the name of their Lord had been mentioned, but whatever the final~.,,~,,,,,disposition, Teani has been snappish as a bitch ever since. Shimizucan be expected to do anything to regain her favour.''Anything?' Bored with eating, Mara waved to Nacoya, whobrought damp cloths to wipe her face and hands. 'That does offerpossibilities, does it not?' While Arakasi ate freely, Mara considered:Shimizu had slain Papewaio by treachery; Teani might beforced into manipulating him to admit his Lord had ordered thedeath of the Acoma officer. As an Anasati spy, Teani had no true",.loyalty to jingu. She would be the only servant in his house,,~,,,.~,,unwillin to die for Minwanabi honour. Mara made up her mind. 'I9

,.,~,,~',wish you to have a message delivered to Teani,' she said to Arakasi.'Can this be done in secrecy?'

Now it was the Spy Master's turn to lose his appetite. 'If I couldPresume to guess what plan you have in mind, it is risky, no,:,,,dangerous in the extreme. By my assessment, the concubine cannotbe depended upon to protect her true master, the Lord of theAnasati. She has betrayed a master before, perhaps more than one,

..;,:,,~,~and I suspect she may have murdered another.'Mara, too, had studied Teani's background, that of an abusedstreet prostitute who had grown to love her profession, and onething more: twisted ambition. In the past the woman had sold outlovers and friends and even done murder upon men who had visited~,,,~pher bed. At first these acts had been ones of survival; but later she..had continued out of greed, and a hunger for power. That Mara,shared Arakasi's opinion of the concubine's reliability matteredlittle at this point. 'Arakasi, if you have a better plan, I will embrace it.'The Spy Master gestured in the negative; and deep in his eyesMara read approval as she said, 'Very well. Fetch me parchmentand pen, and have my message sent to this woman by nightfall.'
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Arakasi bowed and did as he was bid. Inwardly he admired theboldness of Mara's intentions; yet his sharp eyes did not miss theslight tremble of her hand as she penned the note that would beginher attempt to redress the power-hungry rapacity of the Minwanabilord.

 

The lamp flame flickered in the draught as Teani paced to the screenand spun around, the mantle fanning an agitated breeze across thecheek of Strike Leader Shimizu. 'You should not have summonedme at this hour,' he said, disappointed with himself because alreadyhis annoyance was fading. 'You know that I cannot shirk my dutyto attend you, and I am due on watch in an hour.'Poised in lamplight with her gold-streaked hair laced withribbon, Teani took his breath away. The curve of her breastsbeneath her thin robe made duty seem unreal. 'Go on to your watch,then, soldier,' the concubine said.

Shimizu lowered his eyes, perspiration glistening on his forehead.If he left now, his mind would not be on his post, and the Lord of theMinwanabi might as well have no guard on his door at all. Trappedbetween honour and the burning need of his love, the Strike Leadersaid, 'You may as well tell me why you asked that I come.'Teani sat as if strength and confidence had suddenly deserted her.She turned the frightened eyes of a girl to her lover; but the robesshifted as she leaned forward, showing a calculated amount of flesh.'Shimizu, I did not know who else to ask. Mara of the Acoma wishesto have me assassinated.'

She seemed vulnerable enough to wrench the heart. Shimizu'shand gripped his sword by instinct. As always, her beautyoverwhelmed the honest instinct that warned her words mightdeceive. 'How do you know this, my love?'

Teani lowered her lashes as if fighting despair.Shimizu removed his helm, abandoned it hastily on a side table,then bent at her side. Enclosing her shoulders in his embrace, hespoke into her scented hair. 'Tell me.'

Teani shivered. She buried her face in his strength and allowed hishands to stroke her, coaxing away the fear that prevented speech.'Mara sent me a note,' the concubine managed at last. 'She claimsthat her late husband left me some jewels as an inheritance. Toavoid calling my indiscretion to the attention of my Lord, she
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demands that I go to her chambers tonight when all are asleep to

claim them. Only I know that Buntokapi left me no gifts. That nighthe left me in Sulan-Qu he knew he was going back to the estate todie, and he arranged for my comforts before he departed.'Shimizu shook her gently, as if to disrupt a childish fit of sulks.'You're in no danger, precious. No demand of the Lady of theAcoma can force you to complete such an errandTeani raised her head, her breasts pressed against the StrikeLeader's side. 'You don't know her,' she whispered, afraid still, andappealing to the edge of pain. 'Mara is clever, and cold-heartedenough to arrange the death of her own son's father. If I refuse thisinvitation, -how long do I have before an assassin visits my sleepingmat and plunges a knife through my heart? Shimizu, I shall live eachday in terror. Only in your arms do I feel safe from this woman'swicked plots.'

Shimizu felt that the smallest breath of cold touched his flesh. Hedrew taut, as if the woman in his arms had touched a nerve. 'Whatdo you wish of me?' Her insecurity prompted a warrior's desire toprotect; yet he could not strike Mara without breaking theMinwanabi surety that the safety of all guests was secure under hisroof. In warning Shimizu added, 'Even for your sake, I cannotbetray my Lord.'

Not in the least distressed, Teani reached under Shimizu's tunicand traced the muscles of his thigh with her fingers. 'I would neverask you to dirty yourself with an assassin's work, love. But as myman, would you permit your woman to enter the lair of a dangerousbeast without protection? If I answer the appointment after yourguard duty ends, would you go as my escort? If Mara intends meharm, and you defend me, then our Lord will have nothing butpraise. You'll have slain the enemy of his heart and done so withoutrisk of shame. If you are right' - she shrugged, as if the possibilitywas faint -'and there is some truth to the woman's message, whatharm is done by my bringing an escort?' Shimizurelaxed utterly, and her caress flushed his skin like finewine. That a member of the Minwanabi household should bring anhonour guard to her appointment with a guest was entirely proper,even expected; and as such, he could lawfully defend the safety ofhis charge if her life were threatened. Loosened by relief, he kissedher. And in the fervency of his response Teani sensed that the
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warrior she manipulated wavered in his resolves like a reed in a gale.If she had asked for Mara's death, Shimizu would have been deeplyunsure which would claim his first loyalty: his obligations to hisLord or his devotion to the woman in his arms.Teani pushed Shimizu away with all the caution she would haveused while sheathing a deadly weapon. No trace of satisfactionshowed in her eyes, but only resignation and bravery as she liftedthe plumed helmet from the side table and set it in Shimizu's hands.'Honour our Lord, my love. Then meet me here when your guardduty is over, and we shall go to meet Mara of the Acoma.'Shimizu placed the helm of his head. With the strap still swingingloose, he bent and kissed her fiercely. 'If Mara dares try to harmyou, she shall die,' he whispered. Then he broke away and strodeswiftly through the screen.

As Shimizu vanished into the twilight, Teani rubbed the redmarks his armour had pressed into her flesh. A wild joy shone in hereyes; and she blew out the lamp, that no observer should share thismoment of triumph. All she had to do was provoke an attack fromMara, or fake one if the bitch did not rise to insults. Then, by thewarrior's code, Shimizu must strike a blow in Teani's defence; andif in the greater game Mara's death came to be judged a shamefulact, what did damage to the Minwanabi matter to a concubinewhose loyalty belonged to Tecuma of the Anasati? Buntokapi'smurderess would be meat for jagunas, and to Teani that triumphwas beyond any other consideration.

 

Beyond the balcony rail, moonlight spilled gold across the windruffledwaters of the lake. But Mara did not step up to the screens toadmire the view. Arakasi had cautioned against this when she firstentered the new suite. The guardrails of the balcony, as well as thesupports and some of the planks near the edge, were old, almostancient wood, but the pegs used to fasten them were new, lackingthe dullness chican wood gained when weathered. Someone hadprepared the way for an 'accident'. A walkway of glazed stone tileslined the garden three floors below this window. No one fallingfrom the balcony could possibly survive. Few questions would beasked if her body were found lying broken there in the morning,with the old railing above having obviously collapsed as she leanedupon it.
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Night darkened the corridors and suites of the Minwanabi estatehouse, few guests remained awake. Missing Papewaio, and achingfor sleep and the security of her own estate, Mara settled restlessly

on the cushions beside Nacoya.

Dressed in simple robes, and enamelled shell bracelets crafted bythe cho-ja, the Lady of the Acoma rested her head on her palms.'The concubine cannot be much longer in coming.'Nacoya said nothing; but from his post beyond the entry screen,Arakasi returned a dubious shrug. His gesture indicated that hethought Teani unpredictable in the extreme; yet her note had statedshe would come after the midnight change of the guard. Mara feltcold, though the night was warm. She wished for Papewaio, whoseskill in battle was legendary. Arakasi might wear the armour of anhonour guard, but his talent with weapons was nothing to boastabout. Still, without the Spy Master's network she would have noplan at all. Steadying her nerves with temple discipline, Marawaited and at last heard footsteps in the corridor.She turned a self-satisfied smile to Arakasi; then abruptlybanished the expression from her face. The footsteps drew nearer,and above the expected jingle of expensive jewellery, Mara heardthe squeak of armour and weaponry; Teani had brought a warriorfor company.

Nacoya blinked sleepily, hard of hearing enough that she did notdetect the party approaching down the corridor. But she straightenedas Mara glanced through the doorway, warned by Arakasi'sbow. He could always be counted upon to affect the mannersappropriate to his station; analysing the extent of his deference,Nacoya muttered, 'The concubine has brought an honour guard, asis her right.' She fell silent. The hour was too late to caution Marathat any act which might be interpreted as aggressive behaviourtowards Teani might be constituted an attack upon a member of theMinwanabi household. The honour guard would then be justifiedin defending jingu's concubine, even duty-bound to do so.Though Mara assumed her most regal posture and her sternestself-control, she could not repress a small start of fear as the warriorattending Teani stepped around the screen into view. He wore theorange plumes of a Minwanabi Strike Leader, and his features werethose of the officer Mara had seen sheathe his bloody blade over thebody of Papewaio.
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The concubine walked behind, draped in dark silk. Costly metalornaments pinned her tawny hair, and bracelets sparkled on herwrists. As she stepped up to the screen, Arakasi positioned himselfsmoothly before her escort. 'We both wait here ... against anyneed.'

That no armed warrior might approach his Lady save by herleave was protocol. He waved Teani over the threshold, and thelamps flickered, winnowed by a draught off the lake.Mara watched with stony eyes as Teani made her bow. Thoughendowed with a well-curved figure, dose up Teani was not soft. Shemoved with a predator's grace, and her eyes reflected cunning andconfidence. Mara searched the woman's form with practised eyes,,but cleverly placed folds of silk revealed nothing but seductivetriangles of bare skin. Any weapons Teani might carry were wellhidden.

Aware. suddenly, that the concubine was assessing her in return,Mara nodded a stiff greeting. 'There are matters between us todiscuss.' She waved at the cushions opposite.

Teani accepted the invitation and sat. 'We do have much todiscuss.' She scraped a fleck of dust from her cuff with a sharpedgedfingernail. then added, 'But nothing to do with gifts fromyour late husband, Lady. I know the real reason you asked me tocome here.'

'Do you?' A short silence developed, which Mara extended bysending Nacoya to heat a pot of aub petal tea. Controlled enoughnot to break first, Teani added nothing more. Mara met the hatredin her eyes with calm. 'I doubt you know all that I have to say.'While Nacoya bustled back with the pot, the officer who hadaccompanied Teani watched their every move; since Arakasi hadconfirmed Mara's suspicion that Shimizu was the concubine'slover, she was able to interpret his fanatical expression. He waitedlike a relli coiled to strike.

Nacoya set cups and strips of spice bark before the cushions. Asshe began to pour the tea, Teani spoke again. 'You surely do notexpect me to drink in your chambers, Lady of the Acoma.'Mara smiled, as if the accusation that she might poison a guestwere no insult at all. 'You accepted Acoma hospitality readilyenough before.' And as Teani bridled, she sipped neatly from herown cup and began her opening move. 'I observe that you have
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brought Strike Leader Shimizu as your honour guard. That is good,

for what I have to say concerns him.'

Teani said nothing, but in the doorway Shimizu shifted his weightonto his toes. Arakasi rested his hand lightly on his sword, thoughhe was no match for a true warrior.

Mara concentrated solely upon the beautiful courtesan beforeher. In a voice low enough that the soldiers by the door could nothear, she said, 'My honour guard Papewaio was murdered last,i night ' but not by a thief. I say to you that your honour guard,Shimizu, ran a sword through his heart, thereby forfeiting the suretyof the Minwanabi.'

A breeze off the lake dimmed the lamp. Teani smiled in theshadow and abruptly waved Nacoya over to pour her tea. 'You areno threat to the Minwanabi, Lady Mara.' Contemptuously, as if herpresence were warmly welcome, she crumbled spice bark into thecup, raised it to her lips, and drank. 'Papewaio cannot return to lifeto testify.' Teani had not troubled to lower her voice, and nowShimizu's eyes were fixed upon the Lady of the Acoma.Sweat sprang along Mara's spine. For her father, for her brother,and for Pape, she made herself continue. 'That is true. But I say thatyour master is guilty, and your warrior companion was hisinstrument. You both will swear to the fact ... or else jingu willwatch his pretty lover die by the rope.'

Teani stiffened. Without spilling her tea, she set down her cup.'That's a threat to frighten children. Why should my master orderme a shameful death, when I do nothing but please him?'Now Mara let her reply ring across the breadth of the room.'Because I know that you are a spy for Tecuma of the Anasati.'For a moment surprise, shock, and naked calculation warred onthe concubine's face. Before Teani could recover her poise, Maracompleted her gambit and hoped the gods of chance would supporther lie. 'I have documents that prove you are Tecuma's swornservant, and unless you do as I wish, I will have them sent to theLord of the Minwanabi.'

Arakasi watched Shimizu with the single-minded intensity of akillwing. At first the tall officer seemed stunned by betrayal. Then,as Teani visibly struggled for words to deny the accusation, Shimizustirred in the doorway and slowly drew his sword.'Me concubine strove to patch the tear in their relations.
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'Shimizu! Mara lies. She speaks falsely of me to make you betrayour master.'

Shimizu hesitated. Reflections from the lamp trembled along therazor edge of his lacquered blade as, tortured with self-doubt, hedebated.

'Attack her,' Teani goaded. 'Kill Mara for me. Kill her now!'But her voice rang too shrill. Shimizu straightened his shoulders.Fear, and regret, and painful resolve all mingled on his features as heslowly shook his head. 'I must inform my Lord jingu. He shalljudge.'

'No!' Teani sprang to her feet. 'He'll hang us both, you fool!'But the protest served only to seal her guilt in the eyes of thewarrior who had loved her. He spun away from the doorframe.Arakasi moved to overtake him, and sounds of a struggle arosefrom the corridor. Plainly the Acoma Spy Master attempted toblock Shimizu's way, to grant Mara time to obtain proof ofMinwanabi treachery against Papewaio.

Teani whirled, her eyes narrowed with fury. 'You'll never getwhat you want from me, you sexless bitch.' She drew a knife fromthe waistband of her robe and sprang from the cushions to murder.Mara had seen the shift of the concubine's weight. Alreadyrolling as Teani piled into her, she dropped her shoulder under thethrust. The knife struck harmlessly into cushions.As the concubine twisted the weapon free, Mara recovered herbreath. 'Shimizu! Help! For your master's honour!' She rolledagain, the flash of the blade a hairsbreadth from her groin.Teani uttered a furious curse and slashed at her enemy's throat.Mara blocked with a wrestler's move, but only for a moment.The concubine was larger than she, and anger lent her strength.Sliding, twisting, struggling for her life upon the floor, Maramanaged a desperate cry to Nacoya. 'Get help. If I die in front ofwitnesses, jingu is ruined and Ayaki will survive!'The old nurse fled. Teani shrieked wordlessly in frustration.Possessed utterly by hatred, she rammed Mara backwards againstthe tiles. The knife dipped. Mara's grip began to give, and the bladetrembled lower, nearer and nearer to her exposed throat.Suddenly a shadow loomed overhead. Armour flashed in themoonlight, and hands seized Teani from behind. Mara's hold broke
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with a jerk as the concubine was yanked backward, the knife still inher hand.

Shimizu hauled his lover up by the hair, like a hunter's kill. 'Youmust be an Anasati spy,' he said bitterly. 'Why else would you harm

this woman, and see my master shamed beyond redemption?'Teani met her lover's accusation with a glare of sultry defiance.Then she twisted like a serpent and rammed the knife towards hisheart.

Shimizu spun and took the blade against the wristband on hisarm. The edge glanced off, opening a slight wound. Wild with rage,he flung away the concubine who had betrayed him. She staggeredgracelessly backwards and caught a heel on the track that securedthe screens. The balcony lay beyond, the railing a silhouette againstthe moonlit surface of the lake. Teani flailed, off balance, andstumbled against supports already weakened for murder. Therailing cracked and gave way with the softest whisper of sound. Theconcubine twisted, horror robbing her of grace, as she clawed toregain the balcony. Mara's breath caught in her throat, even as theweakened boards splintered from under Teani's feet. The soundwas a death knell. Teani knew, as she tottered, that the glazed tilesof the courtyard awaited below; the body found broken in themorning would be hers, and not that of her enemy.'No!' Her shout echoed over the lake as the last boardcollapsed beneath her. She did not scream. As she plunged throughthe darkness, she cried, 'I curse you -' and then her body struck thetiles. Mara closed her eyes. Still clenching a drawn sword, Shimizustood stunned and tormented. The woman he had cherished laydead below.

The moonlight shone uninterrupted across a vacant expanse ofbalcony, framed by broken supports. Mara shivered and stirred,then raised stunned eyes to the warrior, who seemed locked like astatue in grief. 'What happened to my honour guard?' she asked.Shimizu seemed not to hear. He turned half-dazed from thebalcony and bent unfriendly eyes upon Mara. 'You will provideevidence that Teani was an Anasati spy, my Lady.'Mara pushed damp hair from her face, too shaken and toopreoccupied to react to the threat in his tone. Her goal, vengeancefor her father, her brother, and even Papewaio, lay very close athand. If only she could wring an admission from Shimizu - the
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Strike Leader could not hope to hide the fact that he had been forcedto kill Teani to defend the oath of guest safety. Since the concubinehad initiated the attack, jingu could be accused of betrayal; forupon Mara's arrival half the guests present had overheard hisannouncement that Teani was a privileged member of his household.

Shimizu took a threatening step forward. 'Where is your proof?'Mara looked up, relief at her own survival making her careless inher reply. 'But I have no proof. Teani was an Anasati spy, but myclaim of written evidence was only a gambler's bluff.'Shimizu glanced quickly to either side, and with a jolt of reneweddread, Mara remembered. Nacoya had left to find help. Noobservers remained to witness whatever happened in the room.'Where is Arakasi?' she repeated, unable to hide the fear in her

voice.

Shimizu stepped forward. His manner changed from stunnedhorror to resolve, and his fingers tightened on his weapon. 'Youhave no further need of an honour guard, Lady of the Acoma.'Mara retreated, her feet tangling in cushions. 'Warrior, after allthat has passed this night, would you dare compromise the honourof your master beyond doubt?'

Shimizu's expression remained stony as he lifted his sword. 'Whois to know> If I say that you killed Teani, and I was honour-boundto defend her, there are no other witnesses to challenge me.'Mara kicked clear of the cushions. Shimizu advanced anotherstep, backing her helplessly against the carry boxes. Terrified by hispassionless logic, and chilled by realization that his mad, clever planmight create enough confusion to spare jingu's honour, she tried tostall him with words. 'Then you killed Arakasi?'Shimizu leaped across the massed expanse of cushions. 'Lady, hesought to keep me from my duty.'

His blade rose, glittering in the moonlight. Out of resources, andcornered without hope, Mara drew the small knife she kept hiddenin her sleeve.

She raised her hand to throw, and Shimizu sprang. He struck withthe flat of his sword; smashed from her grasp, the knife rattledacross the floor and lay beyond reach by the balcony doors.The sword rose again. Mara threw herself to the floor. Darkenedby the shadow of her attacker, she screamed, 'Nacoya!' while
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silently beseeching Lashima's protection for Ayaki, and thecontinuance of the Acoma line.

But the old nurse did not answer. Shimizu's sword whistleddownward. Mara twisted, bruising herself against the carry boxesas the blade sliced into the sleeping mat. Mara struggled, pinnedhelplessly against unyielding boxes of goods. The next cut fromShimizu's sword would end her life.

But suddenly another sword rose over Shimizu's head. Thisweapon was familiar, and ineptly handled as it carved a shining arcin the moonlight and crashed upon the neck of her attacker.Shimizu's hands loosened. His sword wavered, then fell from hisfingers, to slash point first through the leather side of a carry box.Mara screamed as the huge warrior toppled, his plumes rakingher side as he crashed upon the floor. One pace behind, andstaggering to a stop, Arakasi employed the sword he had lately usedas a club for a prop to steady himself. He managed a drunk-lookingbow. 'My Lady.'

Blood flowed from a scalp wound, down the side of his face andalong his jaw, the result of a blow that must have knocked himunconscious in the corridor. Mara caught her breath with a soft cry,half-relief, half-terror. 'You look a fright.'The Spy Master wiped at his face and his hand came away red. Hemanaged the ghost of a grin. 'I dare say I do.'Mara struggled with partial success to regain her poise. Reactionleft her giddy. 'You have to be the first man to wear the plumes of anAcoma officer who does not know the edge from the flat of theblade. I am afraid Shimizu will sport a bruise as handsome as any hegave you, come morning.'

Arakasi shrugged, his expression caught between triumph anddeep personal grief. 'Had he lived, Papewaio intended to improvemy technique. His shade will have to be satisfied with the ruin of theMinwanabi instead.' Then, as if he had admitted a grief he mightrather have kept to himself, the Spy Master silently helped hismistress to her feet.

Voices sounded in the corridor. Indignant and shrill, the words ofjingu and his son Desio carried clearly over the confused tones ofthe guests. Mara straightened her disarranged robes. She bent,dislodged Shimizu's sword from the carry box, and met the crowdof nobles and servants as a true daughter of the Acoma.
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jingu stamped explosively through the opened screen. 'What hashappened here?' He stopped, open-mouthed at the sight of hisprone Strike Leader, then glared wrathfully at the Lady of theAcoma. 'You have brought treachery to my house.'Onlookers crowded around, their clothing disarrayed from theirhasty rush from their sleeping mats. Mara ignored them. She bowedwith formal grace and placed Shimizu's sword at the feet of the Lordof the Minwanabi. 'I swear by my life and the name of my ancestorsthat the treachery done is not mine. Your concubine Teani tried tokill me, and for love of her, your Strike Leader Shimizu lost his wits.My honour guard, Arakasi, was forced to intervene. He barelysaved my life. Is this the way the Minwanabi answer for the safety oftheir guests?'

A murmur arose from the onlookers, the voice of the Lord of theEkamchi loudest among them. 'The warrior is not dead! When herouses, he might say the Acoma tell lies under oath.'jingu gestured irritably for silence. He glared at Mara with pale,cold eyes. 'As my servant Teani lies dead on the tiles below, I wouldhear what my officer Shimizu has to say upon this matter.'Mara gave no sign that, by implying that she had lied under oath,jingu had offered gravest insult. No honour could be gained byreacting to the words of a condemned man; and all presentunderstood that if Mara's charge were proved, the Lord of theMinwanabi would have no standing among them. His honourwould be as dust, and his influence in the Game of the Council cometo nothing.

'My First Adviser, Nacoya, witnessed the attack by theconcubine.' Mara summoned every scrap of poise she had learnedfrom the sisters at the temple. 'Your own Strike Leader had todefend me to protect your honour. Had Teani not fallen to herdeath below, I would have had to kill her with my own hands tosave myself.'

Someone by the door murmured a comment in her favour.Outraged, Desio pushed forward, only to be shoved aside by thehand of his father. jingu dared a smile, like a dog who has stolenmeat and escaped receiving the blame. 'Lady Mara, if you have noother witness, you have no accusation to make. For if Shimizu saysthat you attacked Teani, and he came to her defence, and you saythat Teani attacked you, and Arakasi came to yours, the case rests
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upon the word of your First Adviser against that of my Strike

Leader. They are of equal rank, and by law their word carries equalweight. Who among us can determine which of them is lying?'Mara had no answer. Frustrated, aching, and furious to discoverherself unable to prove the truth, she regarded the enemy who hadruined her father and brother, and whose ancestors had caused herancestors generation after generation of grief. Her face showed noexpression as she said, 'You balance the honour of the Minwanabiupon a slender thread, Lord jingu. One day soon it will snap.'jingu laughed, a full-throated sound that eclipsed a smallerdisturbance by the entrance. Mara saw beyond him and felt amoment of triumph so fierce it felt like the pain of a swordwithdrawn. Through the screen, parting a way through the packedbodies of the onlookers, came Nacoya. Behind her walked Almechowith two black-robed figures at his side.

The Warlord glanced about the room, observing the mayhemthat had visited the guest suite given to Mara. 'By the gods,' heexclaimed with a laugh, 'what has occurred? storm in the house

from the look of things.'

jingu returned a bitter smile. 'An attack, my Lord, but thereseems little agreement on just who assaulted whom first.' He addeda theatrical shrug. 'I'm afraid we'll never get to the heart of this, asLady Mara's First Adviser - out of admirable if misplaced loyalty willlie to support her Lady's tale. It will be her word againstShimizu's. I expect we'll have to let the entire matter pass.'Almecho's eyebrows rose in malicious reproof. 'Oh, really? Idon't think we need let any slight of honour pass, jingu. just sothere is no cloud on your good name - not to mention any shame tospoil my birthday celebration - I'll ask my companions to lend a"hand.' He turned to the two black-robed figures at his side and~",~,spoke to the first. 'Elgahar, can you sort this matter out?'A dispassionate voice answered, 'Of course, my Lord.' As jingu'sface drained of colour, the magician continued, 'We can provedoubt who is lying and who is speaking truth.'Almecho's eyes travelled from Lady Mara's face to jingu's withpoisonous amusement. 'Good,' he said softly. 'Let us separate theguilty from the innocent.'
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Elgahar demanded silence.

Conversations fell to a murmur, then subsided to total stillness asthe guests of the Lord of the Minwanabi crowded themselves intothe room where Teani had fallen to her death. Shimizu had regainedconsciousness. Seated now at the feet of his Lord, he regarded theGreat One with impassive eyes.

Mara sat opposite, Nacoya and Arakasi at her side. Her honourguard had cleaned the blood from his face, but he had made noother effort to refresh himself. A few of the guests had sent slaves tobring robes to cover their sleeping attire, but most had not troubledwith appearances. Piqued by curiosity, all waited with keenanticipation for the demonstration of the Great One's magic.The moon shone brightly over the broken rail of the gallery.Bathed in its coppery light, the Great One lowered his arms. 'I willrequire clear space around all areas where the action occurred, andno people standing in the doorway.'

Sandals shuffled on waxed wood as the guests did Elgahar'sbidding. The Warlord placed himself behind the Lord of theMinwanabi, and Mara saw him lean down and whisper. jingureturned what was meant as an offhand smile, but the result wasforced and stiff. No Lord in the Empire truly understood the powersof those in the Assembly of Magicians; the ability of this Great Oneto cast a spell for truth seemed to bring little comfort to the Lord ofthe Minwanabi. The magic might easily catch Mara in a lie, andthen the Acoma would be ruined, but other possibilities occurred tojingu. Teani's unpredictable nature had been part of her appeal tohim; and her hatred of Mara was no secret.

The Great One positioned himself by the door. His robes blendedlike ink into shadow, leaving his face and hands visible as a pale
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blur. When he spoke, his words rang like a voice beyond the boundsof human understanding. The innocent, the guilty, and onlookersalike shrank from the sound. 'We stand upon the site of violentacts,' Elgahar said to those gathered to witness his magic. 'Resonanceof intense passion creates echoes in the otherworld, that stateof energy which parallels reality. My spell shall call forth theseechoes in visible form, and all eyes will see what occurred betweenthe servants of the Minwanabi and his guest, Mara of the Acoma.'He fell silent. The hood eclipsed his features as he stood for a

moment in total stillness, then tipped his head towards the ceiling.He gestured in the air with one hand and began an incantation solow that even those standing closest could not decipher the words.Mara sat like a temple statue, barely aware of the vague rise and fallof the magician's voice. The spell he shaped affected her strangely,as if a force touched her inner self and separated a piece of her spirit.At her side, Arakasi stirred sharply, as if he, too, felt the pull of themagic.

A soft glow arose in the centre of the room, over the torn expanseof the cushions. Mara watched with wondering eyes as a vague,transparent image of herself appeared, seated as she had been in thehour of Teani's arrival. An ice-pale spectre attended her, and allrecognized the wizened form of Nacoya.

The guests murmured in amazement. Nacoya, seeing herself,'turned her face away and gestured a sign against evil. The GreatOne gave no notice. His incantation ended abruptly, and he liftedhis hands; framed in the spill of the moonlight, the glowing figuresbegan to move.

The scene unfolded in ghostly clarity, soundless, and fragile aslight reflected in water. Mara saw herself speak, and a flicker ofmovement appeared within the doorway. The Great One stoodmotionless, even as the outline of Teani entered, passing cleanthrough his body as if he had been made of air.The nearest guests gave way in alarm, and more than oneexclaimed aloud. But the spectre of the concubine remainedoblivious. Ghostly in her beauty, she retraced her steps of the hourbefore and advanced to the cushions before Mara. The images ofboth women sat and spoke; Mara regarded her own form, amazedto realize how calm she had seemed before Teani. Even now, the recreationof the scene caused her heart to beat quickly, and her palms
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to sweat. The recollection of her terrible doubt nearly overwhelmedher still. But none of this had showed to Teani's eyes; and the guestswho observed the fruits of the Great One's magic themselves gainedthe impression of a supremely confident young woman confrontingone of inferior rank. To Mara it was now easy to understand whythe concubine had fallen for the bluff and believed evidence existedthat proved she was a spy to the Anasati.

Next all in the room saw Teani call out to Shimizu beyond thedoor. Though her image made no sound, the lips could easily beread, and a moment later the Strike Leader appeared. The words ofthe exchange could not be guessed, but Teani's expression shifted,becoming so animal and basic that several guests gasped in surprise.Shimizu abruptly left the frame of the spell, and all in the room sawTeani draw a knife from her sleeve. With no visible provocation, shelaunched herself from the cushions, striking out at the figure ofMara. Whatever claim jingu might offer in defence, now no doubtremained that a servant of the Minwanabi had attacked the Lady ofthe Acoma. The Lord of the Minwanabi's surety of safety wasbroken.

For the first time any Lord of the Empire could recall, jingushowed pallor in public. Perspiration appeared upon his upper lip,while before him the drama of the hour before continued to unfold.The Strike Leader Shimizu re-entered the room, and after a briefand bitter struggle received a wound from her knife. All stared infascination as he hurled the concubine through the doorway.Wooden railing shattered in soundless impact; and Teani fell to herdeath, leaving only a spectral impression of a face contorted withhatred, horror, and desperate fear imprinted in the memories of theguests. For an instant the crowded room seemed suspended andmotionless. Then, assuming the drama was concluded, a few guestsmurmured appalled remarks. Mara stole the moment to glance atthe Lord of the Minwanabi.

His expression showed calculation, and his small eyes, faint hope. IfTeani had acted the renegade, then Shimizu had preserved his honourin killing her; should the image stop here, he was safe. But the face ofthe Great One showed neither sternness nor sympathy beneath thedark shadow of his hood. His spell continued to unreel, and in themidst of the chamber the Minwanabi Strike Leader spun into a battlecrouch and advanced upon the Lady of the Acoma.
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jingu stiffened as if touched by an executioner's sword point.Shimizu's broad back prevented any in the room from seeing whatLady Mara might have said, but after a short exchange of words,the warrior's blade rose and swiftly fell. Mara could be seen rollingin the corner. And cautiously, surreptitiously, those guests besidetheir host began to edge away, as if his shame were a contaminantthat might spread on contact. Arakasi's courageous interventionbecame aftermath, as around the room guest after guest turned eyesof judgment and contempt upon the Lord of the Minwanabi.Clearly the image had said enough. Into a strangling stillnessElgahar mumbled a few phrases, and the alien blue-white light wasextinguished. Mara let air back into cramped lungs, shaking stillwith suspense. Her danger was not over yet.

Beside the Lord of the Minwanabi stood Almecho, an evil delightin his expression. Costly embroidery flashed as he raised hisshoulders in an elaborate shrug. 'Well, jingu. That seems a clearenough assault upon your guests. First the girl, then the warrior.You have enthusiastic servants, don't you?'

jingu showed no sign of turmoil. Racked by emotions only hecould know, he glared first at Mara, then at the muscled andbleeding form of his Strike Leader. Those closest heard himwhisper, 'Why? Shimizu, you were my most trusted warrior. Whatdrove you to this act?'

Shimizu's lips curled in agony. Whatever excuse he gave regardingthe machinations of Teani, his actions had already condemnedhis master to die to expiate the shame to his honour. 'The witchbetrayed us,' he said simply, and whether he referred to Mara orTeani was unclear.

'You madman!' screamed jingu, and his vehemence rocked all inthe room. 'Stupid get of a diseased bitch, you've killed me!'Withoutthought, he drew a dagger from beneath his robe and lungedforward. Before any could react to his rage, he slashed backhandedacross Shimizu's exposed neck. Severed arteries shot a fountain ofblood, spattering fine robes and bringing a scream from a weaknervedLady. Shimizu tottered in uncomprehending confusion. Hishands fumbled futilely as the life spurted between his fingers, andhis great shoulders sagged as he realized his own death was uponhim. Matters of betrayal and lies, twisted desires and misplacedlove, all now became meaningless. He sank back. Almost peaceful
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as he welcomed the hand of Turakamu, he whispered last words tohis master. 'I thank my Lord for granting me death by the blade.'Shimizu nodded finally to Mara, a silent salute for her victory.Then his eyes went vacant, and the hands that had sought her lifefell slack. Sprawled in death at the feet of the elaborately clothedguests, he seemed a fitting symbol of jingu's defeat. In the Game ofthe Council, the Lord of the Minwanabi was ruined.Almecho broke the silence. 'That was impulsive, jingu. Thewarrior might have had something more to say. A pity.'The Lord of the Minwanabi whirled. For an instant he seemedcapable of striking out at the Warlord, but his fury left him and helet the dagger fall. Almecho sighed. The cowled figures of the GreatOnes returned to stand at his side as he focused his regard on Desio,son and heir of the Minwanabi. 'As sunrise is considered the besttime for such matters, I expect you'll busy yourself for the next fewhours with preparation for your father's ritual expiation of his guilt.I'm returning to my bed. When I arise, I trust you'll somehowrestore the gaiety to this shambles of a celebration. . . Lord Desio.'Desio nodded.Unable to speak, he began to lead his father away.jingu seemed in a trance. Deflated, his bold, brash voice utterlystilled, he turned his mind inward to the task before him. Never abrave man, he must still act the part of a Tsurani Lord. Fate haddecreed his death, and somehow he must find the strength toaccomplish what was expected. But as his father crossed thethreshold, Desio cast a last glance backward at the Lady Mara. Hislook offered clear warning. Others might applaud her playing of theGame of the Council, but she had not won; she had simply passedthe blood feud along to another generation. Mara read his hatredand hid a shudder of dread. She needed no reminder of the fact thatshe was still deep within the heart of Minwanabi strength.She thought swiftly, and before the Minwanabi heir could escapepublic regard, called after him. 'My Lord Desio. Violence has beenvisited upon me by Minwanabi servants. I require an escort of yoursoldiers when I depart for home tomorrow. It would be a shame toblot the cleansing of your family name if the wronged guest wasattacked by those in your service . .

water pirates upon the river.'

Thrust painfully into the responsibilities of rulership, Desiolacked the wits to excuse the request with grace. Aware only of the

. or by nameless bandits or
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anguish of his father, and hatred of the Lady who had caused it, hestill observed the forms he had been raised to follow. Feud wouldcontinue between the Minwanabi and the Acoma, but in public theinsult to Mara and the blight on his family name required at least agesture of reparation. Desio nodded curt agreement and departed,to attend upon the sorrows of jingu's ritual suicide.Movement returned slowly to those who remained in thechamber. Guests stirred and exchanged comments, while a batteredArakasi helped the Lady Mara to her feet. Almecho and otherslooked upon the Lady of the Acoma with respect. No guest presentbelieved the Lord of the Minwanabi would have sent servants tomurder the Lady of the Acoma out of hand. None doubted that theGreat One's magic had revealed the last act of some complex plot ofMara's, the Great Game of the Council at its subtle and deadlyfinest. The Lady of the Acoma had surmounted all but impossibleodds to avenge a blow that had come close to ruining her house.Now all silently congratulated her for her skill in defeating herenemy in his own home.

Yet Mara had learned nothing if not to guard herself doublyagainst treachery where the Minwanabi were concerned. After amurmured conference with Arakasi, she stepped forward. Offeringa deferential bow to the Warlord, she smiled in a manner that trulymade her beautiful. 'My Lord, I am sorry that my inadvertent partin these bloody acts has cast a shadow over your birthdaycelebration.'

More amused than irritated, Almecho regarded her keenly. 'Iplace no responsibility on your shoulders, Lady Mara. jingu isabout to erase any debt that remains. Still, I suspect the affair is notended. Even though our young Lord will provide escort for yourreturn home - I salute that touch, by the way - you yet may facedifficulties.'

Mara made light of her own danger. With all the charm at herdisposal, she instead offered sympathy to the one who was theEmperor's voice within Tsuranuanni. 'My Lord, too much sorrowhas passed here for your celebration to continue with grace. Asmuch as Desio might wish otherwise, grief will leave him little heartto resume the festivities in your honour. While there are otherestates closer, mine lie in the fastest direct route by river. Inreparation, let me offer my home as a humble substitute for the final
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celebration of your birthday. Should you accept my hospitality, mystaff and my artisans shall do their utmost to entertain you.' Filledwith secretive plans, Mara thought of the gifted but unrecognizedperformers she had observed at her wedding. In return for her pastcourtesy they would be willing to perform on short notice, and asone who had discovered new talents for the Warlord's pleasure, hersocial stock would grow. And many a worthy musician and artistmight gain needed patronage, putting them even deeper in her debt.Almecho laughed. 'You're a sharp-witted one, aren't you, littlebird?' His eyes narrowed. 'I had best keep an eye on you myself. Nowoman has ever worn the white and gold, but you . . .' He lost hisserious expression. 'No, I like your bold offer.' He raised his voiceto the guests who had lingered to watch the final turn of events. 'Wedepart at sunrise, to journey to the lands of the Acoma.'He bowed slightly and, flanked by the dark forms of hismagicians, stepped briskly through the doorway. The moment hehad disappeared, Mara found herself the centre of a storm ofattention. In the very chamber in which she had escaped murder bynarrow margins, she suddenly had ceased to be a social outcast, agirl marked for death at a moment's notice. From the greatestfamilies in the Empire she received congratulations, honour, andthe accolades of a victor who could play the Game of the Council.

Mara's retinue of warriors was recalled from the Minwanabibarracks well ahead of daybreak; they rejoined their mistress onboard the Acoma barge. While land and water still lay in darkness,the craft poled away from the docks. Too excited by the events ofthe night to attempt to rest, Mara stood by the rail with her FirstAdviser and her Spy Master. Feeling the absence of Papewaio withkeen sorrow, they watched the lighted windows in the Minwanabiestate house fall astern. The aftermath of terror and unexpectedtriumph had left Mara both shaky and exhilarated. Yet herthoughts, as always, ranged ahead. The usual preparations wouldbe lacking, since the Warlord and all the guests would arrive at theAcoma estates unannounced. In spite of herself, Mara smiled. jicanwas surely going to tear his hair when he discovered his staff had theresponsibility of conducting Almecho's birthday celebration.The barge rocked gently as the slaves switched their poles for oarsand began a steady stroke. Here and there soldiers spoke in
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whispers to each other; then all conversations stilled as the skybrightened over the lake. Astern, a colourful flotilla of guests'barges departed the hospitality of the Minwanabi. With thewatercourses jammed with noble witnesses, Mara need not fearattack by enemy warriors disguised as bandits; and Desio in anyevent could hardly mastermind an attempt around the grief and theceremony attendant upon his father's ritual suicide.When the golden disc of the sun lifted above the valley, Mara andevery other noble passenger abroad in their barges noted the smallknot of soldiers upon the hillock near the Minwanabi contemplationglade. These men stood honour to Lord jingu as hemustered the courage to fall upon his own sword. When at lengthmen in orange armour formed up into ranks and marched in formalstep to the mansion, Mara breathed a prayer of thanks to the gods.The enemy who had arranged her father and brother's murder, andnearly her own, at last was dead.

With jingu's passing, the Minwanabi ceased their role as supremepower after the Warlord, for Desio was a young man of poor socialgifts. Few considered him a worthy successor to his father; thosetravelling south to the Acoma lands commonly judged that the oldLord's successor would be hard pressed to preserve the alliances hisfather had forged, let alone increase Minwanabi power. Now Desiocould expect to be closely watched. As he shepherded his family'sdecline, all who were once fearful of Minwanabi power would nowadd strength to his enemies. Unless one of Desio's more giftedcousins came to power, the Minwanabi fate was sealed. The stockof a great house had fallen far in the Game of the Council.Mara considered this throughout the voyage by river, andbeyond, as her litter wove through the crowded streets of Sulan-Quand into the quieter countryside surrounding Acoma lands. Withthe Minwanabi dominance ended in the High Council, Almechostood unchallenged, save for the alliance of those in the Blue WheelParty and the Alliance for Progress. Mara regarded the decoratedlitters of the nobles who trailed after her retinue, her mind absorbedby the likely readjustments of politics. With the beginnings of asmile, she realized the wisdom of having Nacoya place Hokanu ofthe Shinzawai near her at least once during the feasting. Then sheinwardly laughed. just as she must once again consider marriage,the Empire would begin another round of multi-player bickering as
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the game entered a new phase; but it would always be the Game ofthe Council.

Mara turned to mention her thought to Nacoya and found theold woman napping. At last, with their return to familiar roads, theFirst Adviser had begun to relax the tension that had driven herthroughout their stay in the Minwanabi house.

just then Arakasi said, 'Mistress, something odd ahead.'Nacoya roused, but her complaints died unuttered as she saw hermistress staring raptly forward. At the crest of the next hill, at theboundary of the Acoma lands, stood two warriors, one on each sideof the road. To the left, upon Acoma soil, waited a soldier in thefamiliar green of her own garrison. On the right, on lands belongingto the Empire, the second soldier wore the red and yellow armour ofthe Anasati. As Mara's retinue and litter came fully into view, bothmen spun around and shouted almost in unison, 'Acoma! Acoma!'Startled as her litter swerved to the left, Mara glanced back andsaw her bearers pull aside to make room for the Warlord's litter todraw even with hers. Almecho shouted over the noise of trampingfeet. 'Lady, you've arranged an exceedingly odd welcome.'Caught at a loss, Mara said, 'My Lord, I do not know what thismeans.'

The Warlord gestured to his Imperial Whites, and side by side thetwo retinues crested the hill. Another pair of warriors waitedbeyond, some distance along, and an even more distant pair fartheryet. On the crest of the last hill before the prayer gate a fourth paircould be seen. And from the waving back and forth, the cry 'Acoma'had been clearly carried ahead of the returning litters.Mara bowed her head to Almecho. 'With my Lord's permission ... ?'

At Almecho's brusque nod, the Lady of the Acoma instructed herbearers to quicken pace. She grabbed at the beaded handrail as,running, her slaves forged ahead. Her guard of warriors jogged withher, past the familiar, outlying fields, the needra pastures with theirtawny cows and calves. Mara felt tension tighten her chest. As far asthe eye could see, the fields were empty of field hands or herders,porters or cart drivers. Even the slaves were absent. Where Acomaworkers should have been hard at their labours, crops and livestockstood abandoned in the sun.

Wishing she had Keyoke's staunch presence at her side, Mara
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shouted to the first Acoma soldier they passed, 'What's going on?

Have we been raided?'

The warrior fell in beside the trotting slaves and reported on therun. 'Anasati soldiers came yesterday, mistress. They made campbeyond the prayer gate. Force Commander Keyoke has orderedevery soldier to stand ready. The lookouts he posted on the roadwere to call out when you returned, or report the appearance ofMinwanabi soldiers.'

'You must be cautious, daughter.' jounced breathless by themovement of the litter, Nacoya made as if to elaborate; but Maraneeded no warning to spark her concern. She waved Keyoke'ssentinel back to join her honour company, and called out to theAnasati warrior who had stood opposite her own man, and whonow kept pace with her litter on the opposite side of the road.Any reply would be a courtesy, since no Anasati warrior wasanswerable to the Lady of the Acoma. This one must have beeninstructed to keep his own counsel, for he ran on in silence, his faceturned resolutely forward. When the litter crested the last hill, thevalley beyond lay carpeted in coloured armour. Mara's breathcaught in her throat.

Over a thousand Anasati warriors stood before her gate, inbattle-ready formation. Confronting them, from the other side ofthe low boundary wall, Keyoke commanded a like number ofAcoma soldiers. Here and there the green ranks were divided bywedges of gleaming black, cho-ja warriors ready to honour thetreaty with their Queen, that called-for alliance should any threatenthe peace of Acoma lands.

Shouts echoed down the valley the instant the litter came intoview. The sight caused the Acoma forces to erupt with anuninhibited cheer; to Mara's astonishment, the Anasati war hostanswered them. Then a thing happened that even old Nacoya hadnever heard of, not in tales, or ballads, or any of the rememberedhistorical events in the great Game of the Council: the two armiesbroke ranks. Throwing down weapons and unbuckling their helms,they approached her litter in a single joyous crowd.Mara stared in wonderment. Dust blew in the grip of a fresheningbreeze, hazing the plain like smoke as two thousand shoutingsoldiers surrounded her litter and honour guard. With difficulty,Keyoke pushed a path through his Acoma soldiers. A clear space
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widened in the Anasati side, and a confounded Mara found herselfeye to eye with Tecuma. The Lord of the Anasati wore the armourof his ancestors, bright red with yellow trim, and at his side marchedthe plumed presence of his Force Commander.

The multitude of warriors stilled, even as the litter bearers joltedto a stop. The hoarse gasps of their breathing sounded loud in thesilence as Keyoke bowed to his mistress. 'My Lady.'Tecuma stepped forward with the first polite bow observed by aRuling Acoma in many generations.

'My Lord,' acknowledged Mara, a bit stiffly from her seat in thelitter. With a frown of genuine confusion, she commanded herForce Commander to report.

Keyoke drew himself up and spoke loudly that all might hear.'Sentries warned of the approach of an army at dawn yesterday, myLady. I mustered the garrison and went myself to challenge thetrespassers -'

Tecuma interrupted. 'We have not yet entered Acoma lands,Force Commander.'

Keyoke conceded this point with a stony glance. 'True, my Lord.'He again faced Mara and resumed. 'I was approached by my Lordof the Anasati, who demanded to see his grandson. In your absence,I declined to allow him his "honour guard".'

Mara regarded Ayaki's grandfather with no expression visible onher face. 'Lord Tecuma, you brought half your garrison as an"honour guard"?'

'A third, Lady Mara.' Tecuma returned a humourless sigh.'Halesko and jiro are in command of the other two thirds.'Here theold man seemed to falter, though he filled the moment with his usualfinesse by unstrapping and removing his helm. 'Sources of mineindicated you would not survive the Warlord's celebration and'- hesighed as if he hated to make this admission -'I feared it would beso. To prevent harm to my grandson, I decided to come visit, in casejingu sought to end the Acoma-Minwanabi blood feud for goodand all.'

Mara raised her brows in comprehension. 'Then when my ForceCommander declined your attentions to my grandson, you decidedto stay and see who arrived first, myself or jingu's army.''True.' Tecuma's hands tightened on his helm. 'Had Minwanabi
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soldiers come over that hill, I would have marched in to protect mygrandson.'

In even tones, Keyoke said, 'And I would have stopped him.'Mara shared a pointed stare between her Force Commander andher father-in-law. 'Then you'd have done Jingu's work for him.' Sheshook her head in irritation. 'This is my fault. I should haveconsidered an Anasati grandfather's concern might turn to war.Well then, there's nothing to worry about, Tecuma. Your grandsonis safe.'

Here the Lady of the Acoma paused, as she relived the miracle ofrelief all over again. 'Jingu is dead, by his own hand.'Taken aback, Tecuma jammed his helm over iron-grey hair.'But -'

Mara interrupted. 'I know, you received no word. Regretfully forthe Anasati, your "source" is dead also.' At this news, Tecuma'seyes narrowed. Plainly he ached to know how Mara had found outabout Teani, but he said nothing. Very still, he waited as Mara toldhim her last item of news. 'We've moved the Warlord's birthdaycelebration here, Tecuma. Since you were the only Lord who wasabsent, perhaps you'd care to amend that slight and join us for thenext two days? But please understand: I must insist that you restrictyour honour guard to fifty men, as everyone else has.'The old Lord nodded, at last giving way to relief and amusement.As Mara briskly ordered her own honour guard to resume theirmarch to the estate, he stared at her slight form with something akinto admiration. 'It is well we did not see Minwanabi soldiersbreasting that hill, Mara.' He considered the resolute warrior atMara's side and added. 'Your Force Commander would have beenforced to yield quickly, while most of my forces held jingu's army atbay. I would not have wished that.'

Keyoke said nothing, only turning and signalling to where Lujanstood, at the rear of the first line of Acoma soldiers. He in turnwaved to another soldier further away. When Mara looked atKeyoke with a curious expression, he said, 'I indicated that the onehundred cho-ja warriors waiting in ambush should feel free toreturn to their hive, mistress. Now, if you feel it appropriate, I'llorder the men to stand down.'

Mara smiled, though she would not laugh at Tecuma's obviousshock at hearing of a hundred cho-ja warriors that would have met
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his advance guard should they have won their way past Acomalines. 'Maintain an honour guard to meet our guests, Keyoke.' TheForce Commander saluted and turned to do as he was bid. ToTecuma, Mara said, 'Grandfather of my son, when you have dealtwith the disposition of your forces, please come and be my guest.'So saying, she ordered her bearers to carry her to her house.Tecuma watched her depart. Even his smouldering hatred overBunto's death was replaced by wonder for the moment. He lookeddown the road at the advancing column of guests, and was glad thatthe problems of food, housing, and entertainment were not his ownto bear. The little hadonra - was it jican? - was surely going to fallapart.

But jican did not fall apart. He had heard about Mara's returnbefore the soldiers on lookout, since the gossip had been brought bya guild runner with rush dispatches from a merchant. The manpassed on rumours of vast quantities of noble barges all tied up inSulan-Qu, the Warlord's white and gold prominent among them. Inhis subsequent panic, the hadonra forgot to pass the informationalong to Keyoke and the warriors. Instead he had requisitionedevery freeman, slave, and all the craftsmen who were alreadygathered at the estate house to defend Ayaki if the Anasati war hostbroke through; these had been reassigned to work freshening linensand peeling fruits in the kitchens, and into this furious hive ofactivity came Mara and her honour retinue.

'So that's where all my fields hands are,' exclaimed the Lady ofthe Acoma, even as her bearers set her litter down in the dooryard.By now she could not contain her amusement, for her little hadonrahad delivered his breathless report while still wearing cast-off bits ofarmour from the store sheds, his helm a pot borrowed from thecooks. The servants who bustled from the slaughtering pens to thekitchens were similarly equipped, and everywhere the hoes, rakes,and scythes they would have employed as weapons were leaningagainst the furniture. Mara's laughter was cut short by a carpingcomplaint from Nacoya, who was weary of litters and barges andwished for a real hot bath.

'You may have whatever you wish, mother of my heart. We'rehome.'

And like a weight of stone lifted from her shoulders, the Lady of
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the Acoma knew this was so, for the first time since she had left forthe Holy City of Kentosani.

 

Still tying strings from changing back to his house livery, jican ran

furiously from the estate house to the lawns, where huge pavilionswere erected to house several hundred Lords, Ladies, noblechildren, First Advisers, honour guards, and their innumerableservants. There would hardly be room to move in the main house,jammed as the guest rooms would be with Almecho's immediaterelations and Imperial Whites. Selected servants would be housed inthe barracks with the soldiers, with the overflow assigned to theslave buildings. The slaves, and the unlucky freemen to draw theshort lots, would sleep under the stars for three days. Mara felt herheart warm at the loyalty of her servants and soldiers; for throughthe chaos and upheaval of her return, no one complained. Even thehouse servants had stood ready to defend Ayaki, though their farmimplements and kitchen knives would have proved no match for theweapons of trained soldiers. Yet their bravery was none the less forthat fact; and their loyalty was beyond the bounds of duty.Touched by their devotion, and having hastily changed into freshrobes, Mara returned to the dooryard as the Warlord's cortegeheaved into sight in full splendour. The Imperial Whites were amachine of precision as they escorted their master from his litter.Trumpets blew and drums beat and Almecho, second only to theEmperor Ichindar in power, made his formal arrival before theLady of the Acoma.

Mara bowed gracefully. 'My Lord, I welcome you to our house.May your visit here bring rest, and peace, and refreshment.'The Warlord of all Tsuranuanni bowed slightly. 'Thank you.Now, would you keep things somewhat less formal than ... ourprevious host did? Daylong celebration can be tiresome, and Iwould like an opportunity to speak with you in private.'Mara nodded politely and looked to her First Adviser to welcomethe two black-robed magicians and show them to their quarters.Pride had straightened the old woman's shoulders, and in herindomitable mothering manner she took the two envoys of theAssembly of Magicians under her wing as if she had dealt with theirkind all her life. Mara shook her head, marvelling at Nacoya'sresilience. Then she let the Warlord take her arm, and the two of
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them walked alone into the peaceful stillness of the garden shepreferred for meditation.

Four warriors stood guard at the entrance, two wearing greenand two the white of the Imperial Guard. Pausing by the rim of thefountain, the Warlord removed his helm. He sprinkled water overdamp greying hair, then faced the Lady of the Acoma. Beyond thehearing of guests and servants he said, 'I must salute you, girl. Youhave proven your mettle in the game over the last two years.'Mara blinked, not at all certain she grasped his intent. 'Lord, I didonly what was necessary to avenge my father and brother andpreserve the existence of my house.'

Almecho laughed, and his bitter humour sent small birds wingingfrom the treetops. 'Lady, what do you think the game is, if not toremain while you dispose of enemies? While others have beenflitting around the High Council nattering at one another over thisalliance and that, you have neutralized your second most powerfulrival - turning him into a reluctant ally, almost - and destroyedyour most powerful enemy. If that isn't a masterful victory in thegame, I've never seen anyone play.' He hesitated a moment. 'Thatdog jingu was growing a little too ambitious. I believe he plotted todispose of three opponents: you, the Lord of the Anasati, and thenMe. Tecuma and I are somewhat in your debt, I think, though youcertainly didn't act on our behalf.' He trailed his fingers thoughtfullythrough the water; small currents rose up and roiled thesurface, just as the currents of intrigue ran always beneath theaffairs of the Empire. The Warlord regarded her keenly. 'Before Ileave you, I want you to know this: I would have let jingu kill you, ifthat was your fate. But now I am pleased you lived and not he. Still,my favour is scant. just because no woman has ever worn the whiteand gold before, don't think I count your ambition any lessdangerous, Mara of the Acoma.'

Somewhat overwhelmed by this endorsement of her prowess,Mara said, 'You flatter me too much, Lord. I have no ambitionbeyond the desire to see my son grow in peace.'Almecho placed his helm upon his head and motioned for hisguards to return. 'I don't know, then,' he reflected, half to himself.'Who is to be more feared, one who acts from ambition or one whoacts for the needs of survival? I like to think we can be friendly, Ladyof the Acoma, but my instincts warn me you are dangerous. So let usjust say that for now we have no reason to be at odds.'
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Mara bowed. 'For that I am very grateful, my Lord.'Almecho returned the bow, then departed to call servants to

attend his bath. As Mara followed him from the garden, Keyokesaw his Lady and came at once to her side. 'Pape . . . 'he said.Mara nodded in shared sympathy. 'He died a warrior, Keyoke.'The Force Commander's face showed nothing. 'No man can askfor more.'

Certain that Nacoya was acting in all her glory with the guests,Mara said. 'Walk with me to the glade of my ancestors, Keyoke.'The Force Leader of the Acoma shortened stride to match that ofhis slight mistress and silently opened a side door. As they left themain house, and birdsong replaced the talk of guests and servants,Mara sighed. 'We shall need a new First Strike Leader.'Keyoke said, 'Your will, mistress.'

But Mara kept her opinion to herself. 'Who is the best for theposition?'

Keyoke seemed unusually expressive as he said, 'It galls me to sayit, but despite his less than seemly attitude at times, no man is betterable than Lujan. Tasido has been with us longer and is a betterswordsman ... but Lujan is among the best I've seen in tactics,strategy, and leading men since' - he hesitated - 'well, since yourfather.'

Mara raised her eyebrows. 'That good?'

Keyoke smiled, and his humour was so unexpected that arstopped in her tracks. She listened as her Force Commanderqualified. 'Yes, that good. He's a natural leader. That's the reasonPapewaio came to like the rascal so quickly. And if your First StrikeLeader had survived he'd be telling you the same. Had the Lord ofthe Kotai lived, Lujan would probably already be a ForceCommander now.'By the hint of pain beneath Keyoke's tone, Maraunderstood how much like a son Papewaio had been to this oldcampaigner. Then his Tsurani self-discipline fell back into place andthe old warrior was as she had always known him.Glad of his choice, Mara said, 'Then name Lujan First StrikeLeader, and promote a Patrol Leader to take his place.'They passedbeneath the trees, where once Papewaio had knelt and begged totake his life with his sword. With a pang of sorrow for his passing.Mara considered what might have happened had she not reinterpretedtradition concerning the black scarf of the condemned.
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Daughter of the Empire

 

A shiver touched her spine. How delicate was the thread ofprogression that had preserved her life.

Strangely abrupt, Keyoke stopped. Ahead lay the guardinghedges at the entrance to the glade, and the Force Commandertraditionally might accompany her that far. Then Mara saw that alone figure awaited her, before the contemplation glade of herancestors. The red and yellow helm in his hands was familiar,gleaming in the copper light of latest afternoon; and the scabbard athis side held no weapon.

Mara gently dismissed her Force Commander and steppedforward to meet the Lord of the Anasati.

Tecuma had brought no honour guard. The scarlet and yellowarmour of his family creaked in the stillness as he offered greeting.'My Lady.'

'My Lord.' Mara returned his slight bow, aware that the birds inthe trees had fallen silent at the coming of sundown.'I hoped to find you here. Since the last time we exchanged wordsin this place, I thought it appropriate to make a new beginning onthe same soil.' He glanced to the chattering throng of guestscrowding the dooryard, and the bustle of the servants who attendedthem. 'I expected the next time I trod this grass, I'd see orange-cladwarriors swarming over it, not revellers come to honour you.''They come to honour the Warlord,' corrected Mara.Tecuma studied the face of his daughter-in-law, as if truly seeingher for the first time. 'No, Lady. They celebrate Almecho's birthday,but they truly honour you. There will never be love between us,Mara, but we have Ayaki in common. And I dare to think we share arespect for one another.'

Mara bowed, lower than ever before. In all sincerity she said,'Wehave that, Tecuma. I have no regrets, save that good men have beenmade to suffer...' Her mind turned to her father, brother,Papewaio, and even Buntokapi, and she added, 'and to die. What Ihave done was for the Acoma, and all that shall be Ayaki'ssomeday. I hope you understand.'

'I do.' Tecuma gathered himself to leave, then shook his greyhead, unwilling humour showing through his poise. 'I truly do.Perhaps when Ayaki comes to his majority and rules, I may find it in

I

 

Revenge

 

my heart to forgive what you have done.'

Mara wondered at the strange way that events could turn in the
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Game of the Council. 'I am glad at least that for now we have noreason to be at odds,' she said.

'For now.' Tecuma sighed with something very close to regret.'Had you been my daughter, and Bunto Lord Sezu's son ... whoknows what could have been possible?' Then, as if the matter wereforever put aside, he placed his helm on his head. The hair stuck outat odd angles over his ears, and the ornamented strap swung againsthis neck, but he did not look the least bit foolish. Rather he looked aruler' with years of life behind and more yet to come, with age andwisdom, experience and knowledge, a master of his office. 'You area true daughter of the Empire, Mara of the Acoma.'Left no precedent upon which to model a response, Mara couldonly bow deeply and accept the accolade. Overwhelmed byemotion, she watched Tecuma walk back to rejoin his retinue. Allalone, she entered the contemplation glade of her ancestors.The path to the natami seemed changeless as time. Sinking downon the cool earth where many an ancestor had knelt ahead of her,Mara ran her fingers over the shatra bird carved into the stone.Quietly, but in a voice that trembled with joy, she said, 'Rest youwell, my father, and you, my brother. He who took your lives is nowbut ashes, and your blood is avenged. The honour of the Acoma isintact, and your line preserved.'

Then tears came unbidden. Years of fear and pain lifted fromMara's spirit.

Overhead, the fluting call of a shatra bird called the flock to takewing in celebration of sundown. Mara wept without restraint, untillantern light glowed through the hedges and the distant sounds offestivities filled the glade. All her struggles had borne fruit. Sheknew peace for the first time since Keyoke had fetched her from thetemple; and somewhere upon the Great Wheel the shades of herfather and brother rested peacefully, their pride and honourrestored.

Filled with the deep satisfaction of victory, Mara arose. She had ahousehold full of guests to attend to ... and the Game of theCouncil would continue.



The breeze died.

 

Dust swirled in little eddies, settling grit over the palisadethat surrounded the slave market. Despite the waywardcurrents, the air was hot and thick, reeking of confined andullwashed humanity mingled with the smell of river sewageand rotting garbage from the dump behind the market.

Sheltered behind the curtains of her brightly lacqueredlitter, Lady Mara wafted air across her face with a scentedfan. If the stench troubled her, she showed no sign. TheRuling Lady of the Acoma motioned for her escort to stop.Soldiers in green enamelled armour came to a halt, and thesweating bearers set the litter down.

 

An officer in a Strike Leader's plumed helm gave his handto Mara and she emerged from her litter. The colour in hercheeks was high; Lujan could not tell if she was flushed fromthe heat or still angered from the argument prior to leavingher estate. Jican, the estate hadonra, had spent most of themorning vigorously objecting to her plan to purchase whathe insisted would be worthless slaves. The debate had endedonly when she ordered him to silence.

 

Mara addressed her First Strike Leader. 'Lujan, attendme, and have the others wait here.' Her acerbity causedlujan to forgo the banter that, on occasion, strained thelimits of acceptable protocol; besides, his first task was toprotect her - and the slave markets were far too public forhis liking - so his attention turned quickly from wit tosecurity. As he watched for any sign of trouble, he reasonedthat when Mara busied herself in her newest plan she wouldforget Jican's dissension. Until then she would not
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appreciate hearing objections she had already dismissed inher own mind.

 

Lujan understood that everything his mistress undertookwas to further her position in the Game of the Council, thepolitical striving that was the heart of Tsurani politics. Herinvariable goal was the survival and strengthening of HouseAcoma. Rivals and friends alike had learned that a onceuntried young girl had matured into a gifted player of thedeadly game. Mara had eluded the trap set by her father'sold enemy, Jingu of the Minwanabi, and had succeeded withher own plot - forcing Jingu to take his own life in disgrace.

Yet if Mara's triumphs were the current topic of discussionamong the Empire's many nobles, she herself hadbarely paused to enjoy the satisfaction of her ascendancy.Her father's and brother's deaths had taken her family to thebrink of extinction. Mara concentrated on anticipatingfuture trouble as she manoeuvred to ensure her survival.What was done was behind, and to dwell on it was to riskbeing taken unawares.

 

While the man who had ordered the death of her fatherand brother was finally himself dead, her attentionremained focused on the blood feud between House Acomaand House Minwanabi. Mara remembered the unvarnishedlook of hatred on the face of Desio of the Minwanabi as sheand the other guests passed his father's death ceremony.While not as clever as his sire, Desio would be no less adanger; grief and hatred now turned his motives personal:Mara had destroyed his father at the height of his power,while he hosted the Warlord's birthday celebration, in hisown home. Then she had savoured that victory in thepresence of the most influential and powerful nobles in theEmpire as she hosted the Warlord's relocated celebrationupon her own estates.

 

No sooner had the Warlord and his guests departedAcoma lands than Mara had embarked on a new plan tostrengthen her house; She had closeted herself with Jican, todiscuss the need for new slaves to clear additional meadowlandsfrom the scrub forests north of the estate house.Pastures, pens, and sheds must be completed well beforecalving season in spring, so the grass would be well grownfor the young needra and their mothers to graze.

As Acoma second-in-command, Lujan had learned thatAcoma power did not rest upon her soldiers' loyalty andbravery, nor upon the far-held trading concessions andinvestments, but upon the prosaic and dull six-leggedneedra. They formed the foundation upon which all herwealth rested. For Acoma power to grow, Mara's first taskwas to increase her breeding herd.

 

Lujan's attention returned to his mistress as Mara lifted herrobe clear of the dust. Pale green in colour, the otherwise plaincloth was meticulously embroidered at the hem and sleeveswith the outline of the shatra bird, the crest of House Acoma.The Lady wore sandals with raised pegged soles, to keep herslippers clear of the filth that littered the common roadways.Her footfalls raised a booming, hollow sound as she mountedthe wooden stair to the galleries that ran the length of thepalisade. A faded canvas awning roofed the structure, shadingTsurani lords and their factors from the merciless sunlight.They could rest well removed from the dust and dirt, andrefreshed by whatever breeze blew in off the river as theyviewed the slaves available for sale.

 

To Lujan, the gallery with its deep shade and rows ofwooden benches was less a refuge than a place of concealingdarkness. He lightly touched his mistress on the shoulder asshe reached the first landing. She turned, and flashed abothered look of inquiry.

 

'Lady,' said Lujan tactfully, 'if an enemy is waiting, bestwe show them my sword before your beautiful face.'

Mara's mouth turned upward at the corners, almost butnot quite managing a smile. 'Flatterer,' she accused. 'Ofcourse you are right.' Her formality with Lujan becamegentled by humour. 'Though among Jican's protests was thebelief I would come to harm from the barbarian slaves, notanother Ruling Lord.'

 

She referred to the inexpensive Midkemian prisoners ofwar. Mara lacked the funds to buy enough common slavesto clear her pastures. So, seeing no other alternative, shechose to buy barbarians. They were reputed to be intractable,rebellious, and utterly lacking in humility toward theirmasters. Lujan regarded his Lady, who was barely as high ashis shoulder, but who possessed a nature that could burn theman - Lord or slave or servant- who challenged herindomitable will. He recognized the purposeful set of herdark eyes. 'Still, in you the barbarians will have met theirmatch, I wager.'

 

'If not, they will all suffer under the whip,' Mare said withresolve. 'Not only would we forfeit the use of the lands weneed cleared before spring, we would lose the price of theslaves. I will have done Desio's work for him.' Her rareadmission of doubt was allowed to pass without comment.

Lujan preceded his mistress into the gallery, silentlychecking his weapons. The Minwanabi might be lickingtheir wounds, but Mara had additional enemies now, lordsjealous of her sudden rise, men who knew that the Acomaname rested upon the shoulders of this slender woman andher infant heir. She was not yet twenty-one, their adviserswould whisper. Against Jingu of the Minwanabi she hadbeen cunning, but mostly lucky; in the fullness of time heryouth and inexperience would cause her to misstep. Thenwould rival houses arise like a pack of jaguna, ready to tearat the wealth and the power of her house and bury theAcoma natami - the stone inscribed with the family crestthat embodied its soul and its honour - face down in thedirt, forever away from sunlight.

 

Her robe neatly held above her ankles, Mara followedLujan around the first landing. They passed the entrance tothe lower tier of galleries, which by unwritten but rigidcustom was reserved for merchants or house factors, andclimbed to the next level, used only by the nobility.

But with Midkemians up for auction, the crowds wereabsent. Mara saw only a few bored-looking merchants whoseemed more interested in the common gossip of the citythan in buying. The upper tier of galleries would probablystand empty. Most Tsurani nobles were far more concernedby the war on the world beyond the rift, or in curbing theWarlord Almecho's ever growing power in the council, thanwith purchasing intractable slaves. The earliest lots ofMidkemian captives had sold for premium prices, ascuriosities. But the novelty lost attraction with numbers.Now grown Midkemian males brought the lowest prices ofall; only women with rare red-gold hair or unusual beautystill commanded a thousand centuries. But since the Tsuranimost often captured warriors, females from the barbarianworld were seldom available.

 

A breeze off the river tugged at the plumes on Lujan'shelm. It fluttered the feathered ends of Mara's perfumed fanand set her beaded earrings swinging. Over the palisadedrifted the voices of the barge teams as they poled their craftup and down the river Gagalin. Nearer at hand, from thedusty pens inside the high plank walls came the shouts of theslave merchants, and the occasional snap of a needra hideswitch as they hustled their charges through their paces forinterested customers in the galleries. The pen holding theMidkemians held about two dozen men. No buyers offeredinquiry, for only one overseer stood indifferent watch. Withhim was a factor apparently in charge of issuing clothing,and a tally keeper with a much chipped slate. Mara glancedcuriously at the slaves. All were very tall, larger by a headthan the tallest Tsurani. One in particular towered over thechubby factor, and his red-gold hair blazed in the noondaysun of Kelewan as he attempted to communicate in anunfamiliar language. Mara had no chance to study thebarbarian further, as Lujan stopped sharply in her path. Hishand touched her wrist in warning.

 

'Someone's here,' he whispered, and covered his check instride by bending as if a stone had lodged in his sandal. Hishand settled unobtrusively on his sword, and over hismuscled shoulder Mara glimpsed a figure seated in theshadow to the rear of the gallery. He might be a spy, orworse: an assassin. With Midkemians scheduled for sale, abold Lord might chance on the fact that the upper levelwould be deserted. But for a rival house to know that Marahad chosen to go personally to the slave market bespoke thepresence of an informant very highly placed in Acomaranks. The Lady paused, her stomach turned cold by thethought that if she was struck down here, her year-old son,Ayaki, would be the last obstacle to the obliteration of theAcoma name.

 

Then the figure in the shadows moved, and sunlightthrough a tear in the awning revealed a face that washandsome and young, and showing a smile of surprisedpleasure.

 

Mara lightly patted Lujan's wrist, gentling his grip on thesword. 'It's all right,' she said softly. 'I know this noble.'

Lujan straightened, expressionless, as the young manarose from his bench. The man moved with a swordsman'sbalance. His clothing was well made, from sandals of blue-dyedleather to a tunic of embroidered silk. He wore his hairin a warrior's cut, and his only ornament was a pendant ofpolished obsidian hanging around his neck.

 

'Hokanu,' Mara said, and at the name her bodyguardrelaxed. Lujan had not been present during the politicalbloodbath at the Minwanabi estate, but from talk in thebarracks he knew that Hokanu and his father, LordKamatsu of the Shinzawai, had been almost alone insupporting the Acoma. This, at a time when most Lordsaccepted that Mara's death was a foregone conclusion.

Lujan stood deferentially aside and, from beneath thebrim of his helm, regarded the noble who approached. Marahad received many petitions for marriage since the death ofher husband, but none of the suitors was as handsome or aswell disposed as the second son of Kamatsu of theShinzawai. Lujan maintained correct bearing to the finestdetail, but like any in the Acoma household, he had apersonal interest in Hokanu. And so had Mara, if the flushin her cheeks gave any indication.

 

After the subtle flattery of recent suitors, Hokanu'shonest yearning for Mara's approval was refreshing. 'Lady,what a perfect surprise! I had no expectation of finding solovely a flower in this most unpleasant of surroundings.' Hepaused, bowed neatly, and smiled. 'Although of late wehave all seen this delicate blossom show thorns. Yourvictory over Jingu of the Minwanabi is still the talk ofSilmani,' he said, naming the city closest to his father'sestates.

 

Mara returned his bow with sincerity. 'I did not see anyShinzawai colours among the retainers waiting on the street.Otherwise I should have brought a servant with jomach iceand cold herb tea. Or perhaps you do not wish your interestin these slaves to be noticed?' She let that question hang amoment, then brightly asked, 'Is your father well?'

Hokanu nodded politely and seated Mara on a bench. Hisgrip was strong but pleasant; nothing like the rough graspshe had known from her husband of two years. Mara metthe Shinzawai son's eyes and saw there a quiet intelligence,overlaid by amusement at the apparent innocence of herquestion.

 

'You are very perceptive.' He laughed in sudden delight.'Yes, I am interested in Midkemians, and at my most healthyfather's request, I am trying not to advertise the fact.' Hisexpression turned more serious. 'I would like to be frankwith you, Mara, even as my father was with Lord Sezu - ourfathers served together in their youth, and trusted oneanother.'

 

Though intrigued by the young man's charm, Mararepressed her desire to be open lest she reveal too much.Hokanu she trusted; but her family name was too recentlysnatched from oblivion for her to reveal her intentions.Shinzawai servants might have loose tongues, and youngmen away from home sometimes celebrated their firstfreedom and responsibility with drink. Hokanu seemed ascanny as his father, but she did not know him well enough tobe certain.

 

'I fear the Acoma interest in the barbarians is purely afinancial one.' Mara waved her fan in resignation. 'Thecho-ja hive we gained three years ago left our needra short ofpasture. Slaves who clear forest in the wet season fall ill, myhadonra says. If we are to have enough grazing to supportour herds at calving, we must allow for losses.' She gaveHokanu a rueful look. 'Though I expected no competitionat this auction. I am glad to see you, but nettled by thethought of bidding against so dear a friend.'

 

Hokanu regarded his hands for a moment, his browuntroubled, and a smile bending the corners of his mouth. 'IfI relieve my Lady of her dilemma, she will owe theShinzawai her favour. Say, entertaining a poor second son atdinner soon?'

 

Mara unexpectedly laughed. 'You're a devil for flattery,Hokanu. Very well; you know that I need no bribes to allowyou to visit my estates. Your company is ... alwayswelcome.'

 

Hokanu stared in mock suffering at Lujan. 'She says thatvery prettily for one who refused me the last time I was inSulan-Qu.'

 

'That's not fair,' Mara protested, then blushed as sherealized how quickly she had spoken in her own defence.With better decorum she added, 'Your request came at anawkward moment, Master Hokanu.' And her face darkenedas she recalled a Minwanabi spy, and a pretty, importunateboy who had suffered as a result of the intrigue andambition that underlay every aspect of life in the Empire ofTsuranuanni.

 

Hokanu noted the strain that shadowed her face. Hisheart went out to this young woman, who had been soserious as a child, and who had against the greatest oddsfound the courage and intelligence to secure her house fromruin. 'I will cede to you the Midkemians,'he said firmly, 'forwhatever price you can bargain with the factor.'

'But I wish not to inconvenience you,' Mara protested.Her fan trembled between clenched fingers. She was tense;Hokanu must not be permitted to notice, and to distract himshe whiffed air through the feathers as if she were botheredby the heat. 'The Shinzawai have shown the Acoma muchkindness and, in honour, it is time that we proved ourselvesworthy. Let me be the one to cede the bidding.'

Hokanu regarded the Lady, who was daintily small, andfar more attractive than she herself understood. She had asmile that made her radiant, except that at present the facebeneath its thyza-powder makeup was almost wary withtension. Her concern went much deeper than simple formsof honour, the young man sensed at once.

 

The insight gave him pause: she had been snatched awayfrom taking vows of service to the goddess Lashima toassume her role as Ruling Lady. In all likelihood she hadknown little or nothing of men before her wedding night.And Buntokapi of the Anasati, an ill-mannered, coarsebraggart at the best of times, had been the son of an Acomaenemy before he had become her husband and Ruling Lord.

He had been rough with her, Hokanu understood withsudden certainty, which was why this Ruling Lady and
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mother could also act as unsure as a girl years younger.Admiration followed; this seemingly delicate girl hadowned valour out of all proportion to her size andexperience. No one outside her inner household could everguess what she might have endured in Buntokapi's rudegrasp. One close to Mara might say much if Hokanu couldget him to share drink in a wine shop. But a glance at Lujan'salert pose convinced Lord Kamatsu's son that the StrikeLeader was a poor choice. The warrior measured Hokanu,having perceived his interest; and where his mistress wasconcerned, his loyalty would be absolute. Hokanu knewMara was a shrewd judge of character - she had proven asmuch by staying alive as long as she had.

 

Attempting to lighten her mood and not give offence,Hokanu said,'Lady, I spoke out of sincere disappointmentat not being able to see you on my last visit.' He concealedany diffidence behind a disarming smile. 'No favours do theAcoma owe the Shinzawai. We deal here in simple practicality.Most Midkemian slaves go to the block at the Cityof the Plains in Jamar, and I am bound for Jamar. Should Imake you wait for the next shipment of prisoners to journeyupriver, while I drive two score men in a coffle through theheat, house them while I conduct business, then herd themback upriver again? I think not. Your needra pastures are amore immediate need, I judge. Please accept my not biddingagainst you as nothing more than a tiny courtesy from me.'

Mara stopped her fan in midair with barely hidden relief.'Tiny courtesy? Your kindness is unmatched, Hokanu.When your business in Jamar is concluded, I would be mostpleased if you would accept my invitation to rest as a guestof the Acoma on your way back to your father's estates.'

'Then the matter of the slaves is settled.' Hokanu took herhand. 'I will accept your hospitality with pleasure.' Hebowed, sealing their agreement. As he straightened he sawtwo brown eyes regarding him intently. The Lady of theAcoma had always attracted him, from the moment he hadfirst seen her. When he returned from Jamar, he might havethe opportunity to know her better, to explore possibilities,to see if his interest was reciprocated. But now, intuitively,he sensed that his nearness confused her. The public slavemarket was no place to unravel the reason why, and ratherthan discomfort her to the point where her pleasure at seeinghim changed to regret, he rose from his seat. 'Well, then. Thesooner I'm off to Jamar, the sooner I'll return this way. Ilook forward to seeing you again, Lady.'

 

Mara fluttered her fan before her face. Unexpectedlyself-conscious, she felt both regret and relief that Hokanuwas departing. She nodded with the appearance of poise. 'I,too, look forward to that time. Fare well upon your road.'

'Fare you well, too, Lady Mara.'

 

The younger of the two Shinzawai sons threaded his waythrough the benches and left the upper gallery. As hestepped into the sunlight on the stair, his profile showed thestraight nose, high forehead, and firm chin that hadcaptured the attention of many a noble's daughter in hishome province of Szetac. Even to Lujan's overcritical eye,the man was as well favoured as he was socially well placed.

The sound of raised voices drifted up from the slavecompound. Mara's attentions turned from the retreatingfigure of Hokanu. She pressed close to the gallery rail toview the cause of the commotion. Since archers could not beconcealed among bands of naked slaves, Lujan did not urgeher to stay back within the shadows, but he did continue toobserve nearby rooftops.

 

Mara was surprised to discover that the unseemly shoutingcame from the factor overseeing the barbarians. Short,plump, and swathed in costly yellow silk, he stood shakinghis fist under the chin of an outworlder. Facing him stoodthe red-haired Midkemian Mara had glimpsed before, hisnaked body gleaming in the afternoon light. He seemed to
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be desperately smothering laughter as he endured thefactor's tirade. Mara was forced to admit the tableau wascomic; the factor was short, even for a Tsurani, and thebarbarians towered over him. In a vain attempt to lookthreatening, their overlord was forced to stand upon tiptoes.

Mara studied the outworlder. Although at any momenthe might be savaged by a whip, he stood with arms crossed,a study in self-confidence. He was a full head taller than anyof his betters, the overseer and the two assistants whorushed to the factor's aid. The outworlder looked down ontheir agitation like a boy noble bored by his jesters. Marafelt a sudden twist within her as she studied the man's body,made whipcord-lean by meagre rations and hard work. Asshe forced herself to calmness, she wondered if Hokanu'spresence had affected her more deeply than she hadimagined. The men she needed to be most concerned with atthis moment were down in the pen, and her interest in themwas solely financial.

 

Mara ended her frank appraisal of the man's appearanceand focused on his interaction with the Tsurani overseer andhis assistants. The factor's rant reached a crescendo. Thenhe ran out of breath. He waved his fist one last time at theheight of the barbarian's collarbone. And much to Mara'samazement, the slave showed no sign of submissiveness.Rather than prostrating himself with his face pressed intothe earth at the factor's feet, silently awaiting his punishment,he stroked his bearded chin and, in a resonant voice,began speaking in broken Tsurani, his gestures those of aconfidant instead of obedient property.

 

'By the gods, will you look at him!' exclaimed Lujan inastonishment. 'He acts as if slaves were born with the rightto argue. If they're all as brazen as this fellow, it's no wondera slave master must beat their skins off to get a half day'swork from them.'

 

'Hush,' Mara waved her hand toward Lujan. 'I wish tohear this.' She strained to understand the barbarian'smangled Tsurani.

 

Suddenly the outworlder stopped speaking, his headcocked to one side, as if he had made his point. The factorlooked overheated. He motioned to the assistant with thetally slate and said in an exasperated tone, 'Line up! All ofyou! Now!'

 

The slaves unhurriedly strung themselves out in a row.From her overhead view from the gallery, Mara noticed thatthe barbarians shuffled to their places in such a way as toconceal the activities of two fellows, who were crouchedbefore the log palisade on the side that fronted onto theriver.

 

'What do you suppose they are doing?' she asked Lujan.

The warrior shrugged Tsurani style, the barest movementof the shoulders. 'Mischief of some sort. I've seen needrashow more brains than that factor.'

 

Below, the overseer and the assistant with the slate beganlaboriously to count the slaves. The two by the palisadejoined the line late, and by dint of a staged trip and somescuffling as the off-balance man crashed into the row, thetally keeper lost track of his count. He started over, lookingdown to chalk a mark for each slave as he passed, while thefactor cursed and sweated at the delay.

 

Each time the tally keeper consulted his slate, the unrulybarbarians shifted position. The man with the whip lashed afew backs in an attempt to establish order. One slaveshouted something in his native tongue that soundedsuspiciously like an obscenity as he jumped away from thepunishment, and others laughed. The lash fell to silence theones nearest the overseer, which caused the line of standingslaves to break and shuffle and re-form behind the man'sback. The tally keeper looked up in despair. Once again, thenumbers were hopelessly confused.

 

The factor shouted in a shameful show of impatience,
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'We'll all be dead and ashes by the time you finish with that!'He clapped his hands at someone on the sidelines, and amoment later, a servant scuttled into the compound with abasket of rough-woven trousers and shirts. These he beganto dispense among the slaves.

 

At this point the red-haired barbarian began to screaminsults at the overseer. His Tsurani might be broken andheavily mispronounced, but at some point along his line ofmarch since his capture some nameless beggar child hadtaught him thoroughly and well. The overseer's mouthopened in incredulity as he considered the biologicalimplications of what the outworlder had just said about hismother. Then he reddened and swung his lash, which thebarbarian adroitly avoided. A chase developed between thelarge Midkemian and the smaller, fatter Tsurani.

Lujan laughed. 'It's a shame the barbarian needs to bebroken; this is a comedy worthy of any travelling troupe ofperformers I've ever seen. He certainly seems to be enjoyinghimself.' Movement caught Lujan's eye in the far corner ofthe pen. 'Ah!' he exclaimed. 'And to clear purpose, it wouldseem.'

 

Mara, too, had noticed that one of the slaves had resumedhis crouch by the palisade. A moment later he appeared tobe stuffing something through. 'Lashima's wisdom,' shesaid, startled into a smile of amazement. 'They are pilferingthe shirts!'

 

The gallery afforded a view of the operation. Theredheaded giant raced around the compound. Despite hisheight, he moved with the grace of a sarcat - the quick andsilent six-legged hunter of the grasslands - at first avoidingevery attempt of the overseer to catch him. Then, strangely,he began to plod like a pregnant needra cow. The overseercame close, and as the barbarian dodged the near miss of thelash, he shuffled, slid, dragged his heels and toes, and kickedup an excessive amount of dust. He also crashed often into
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those of his comrades who had received their allotment oftrousers and shirt. These suddenly clumsy men fell androlled, and under cover of dust and movement, clothmiraculously disappeared. Some was bundled and passed toother slaves; occasionally a shirt would unfurl and land, tobe picked up by another man. In this manner the clothingpassed-at last to the man by the palisade. At opportunemoments he stuffed the fabric through a gap and caught theshell counters that served as coin within the Empire thatsomeone slipped through from without. These theMidkemian wiped on his hairy chest. Then he placed themin his mouth and swallowed them.

 

'There must be beggar boys on the other side.' Lujanshook his head. 'Or perhaps some bargeman's child.Though why a slave should think he has use for coin is amystery.'

 

'They certainly show great ingenuity ... and nerve,'Mara observed, and Lujan regarded her keenly. That shehad mistakenly conceded honourable attributes to men whoby the inflexible laws of society were accorded less staturethan the lowest scabby beggars in the gutters made theStrike Leader pause. Desperation had taught Mara toreappraise the traditions of her people with sometimesingenious results. Yet although Lujan himself had sworn toher service through just such an unorthodox twist, even hecould not guess what she might see in a lot of barbarianslaves. Trying to fathom her fascination, the warriorregarded the ongoing conflict down below.

 

The overseer had called in reinforcements. Severalbrawny guards equipped with curved hooks of roughenedneedra hide raced into the compound and ran at the unrulyredhead; slaves who tried to hamper them were elbowedaside or kicked with sharp-toed sandals. One barbarian fellwith a bloodied shin. Seeing that, the others quickly clearedthe soldiers' path. The redheaded ringleader also slowed his
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pace. He allowed himself to be cornered rather than sufferinjury from brutal handling. The warriors took him in handwith their hooks and dragged him before the red-faced anddusty factor, whose robe was now sadly in need of a wash.They pitched their huge captive on his knees and held him,while the overseer yelled for cuffs and straps of hardenedneedra leather to restrain his unmanageable wildness.

Still the barbarian was not cowed. As if unaware that hislife could be taken at a gesture of his overseer's hand, heflung back his tangled hair and regarded his captors withwide blue eyes. At some point in the scuffle he had acquireda slash across one cheekbone. Blood ran down his face andsoaked into the fiery brush of his beard. He could not be pasthis twenties, at a guess, and even harsh handling had nottamed his flamboyance. He said something. Mara and Lujansaw the factor's face go stiff, and one of the guards repressedan un-Tsurani-like burst of laughter behind one lacqueredgauntlet. The overseer with the whip proved more incontrol. He answered with the lash, then kicked thebarbarian forward onto his face.

 

Mara did not flinch at the violence. Disobedient slaveswere beaten on her estate for far less cause than thisbarbarian's outrageous behaviour. Still, the fact that theredhead's actions were inconceivable to the mores of societydid not shock her beyond thought. She had acquaintedherself with the customs of the cho-ja, and come to respecttheir ways and wisdom, alien though it might be. As shewatched the slaves in the compound, it occurred to her thatthese men were as human as she, but their world was fardifferent from Kelewan. Being strangers, perhaps they didnot comprehend the scope of their lot: for on Kelewan aman left slavery only through the portals of death. He washonourless, soulless, insignificant as an insect, to be raisedto comfort or ground down in misery with as little thoughtas a man might regard a red-bee who gathered his honey.A Tsurani warrior would die by his own hand rather thanallow himself to be taken alive by an enemy - captives wereusually wounded, unconscious, or cowards. These Midkemianspresumably had the same options, and in living onpast honour, they had chosen their lot.

 

The redhead seemed anything but resigned. He rolled toescape the whip and crashed into the factor's ankles. The fatman yelped and staggered, saved from a fall by the tallykeeper, who hurriedly dropped his slate and grabbed adouble handhold of creased yellow silk. The chalkboard fellflat in the dust, and the barbarian, with enviable subterfuge,rolled over it. The tally marks were obliterated by a smear ofsweat and dirt; and Mara, in the gallery, saw with a queerthrill that the hamper was empty. Only a third of the men inthe yard were clothed; some lacked breeches and others hadno shirts. Although the redhead had gained himself abeating, perhaps even death by hanging, he had won a smallvictory over his captors.

 

The men with the hooks closed in. The heat and theexertion had stripped them of patience, and this time theirblows were aimed to cripple.

 

On an impulse, Mara of the Acoma leaped to her feet.'Cease!' she called over the railing. The command in hervoice compelled the warriors' obedience. She was a RulingLady, and they no more than servants. Conditioned tofollow orders, they lowered their hooks and halted theirrush on the Midkemian. The factor straightened his robes insurprise, while, on the dusty, torn earth, the barbarian slaverolled uncomfortably onto one elbow and looked up.

That his rescuer was a small, black-haired womanseemed to take him aback. Still he brazenly continued tostare, until the tally keeper slapped his face to make himavert his gaze.

 

Mara's brows knitted in anger. 'I said cease! Any more of

this, and I will demand that you be obliged to pay for
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damaging goods while a bidder stands waiting to make anoffer.'

 

The factor snapped straight in stupefaction, his spoiledyellow silk forgotten. He brushed sweaty hair from histemples, as if by mending his appearance his lapse indecorum might be forgotten. Seeing the Lady of the Acomain the buyers' gallery, he bowed very low, almost to hisknees. After the redhead's bad-tempered display, he knewhe would be lucky to sell this lot of Midkemians for the pricecommanded by a pet fish. That this Lady had witnessed, andyet still wished to purchase, was a marvel no sane manwould question.

 

Aware he was in no position to bargain, Mara swishedher fan with a studied show of indifference. 'I might givethirty centuries for these barbarians,' she said slowly. 'If thebig one bleeds too much, I might not.'

 

At this, even Lujan raised his brows. He, too, questionedhis Lady's wisdom in purchasing unruly slaves, but it wasnot the place of a warrior to advise. He held his silencewhile, in the compound, the factor turned on the tallykeeper and sent the man scurrying off for cloths and water.The man returned and was immediately assigned thehumiliating task of bathing the redhead's cuts.

But the barbarian ringleader would endure no solicitude.He reached with one huge fist and, despite the restraint ofcuffs and strap, moved fast enough to catch the tallykeeper's wrist. What he said could not be overheard fromthe gallery, but the servant abandoned both rag and basin,as if his fingers were burned.

 

The factor glossed over this disobedience with a smile ofnervous improvisation. He had no wish to try Mara'spatience by ordering reprisal against the slave. He tried tobehave as if everything had gone according to plan as one ofthe barbarian's fellows stepped forward and briskly begancleansing the whip wounds of his companion.
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Lady, the purchase papers can be drawn up at once, inthe private comfort of my office. I'll send for iced fruit foryour thirst while you wait to sign. If you would be so kind asto join me in my office . . .'

 

'That won't be necessary,' Mara said crisply. 'Send yourscribe to me outside, for I wish that these slaves be removedto my estates at once. The instant I have a bill of sale, mywarriors will take them into custody.' She made a last studyof the compound and added, 'That is, I will sign for mypurchase after these slaves have been provided with properclothing.'

 

'But-' spluttered the factor in dismay. The tally keeperlooked sour. Although the hamper brought out from thestorerooms had originally held enough trousers and shirts toclothe three incoming coffles from Jamar, many of thesemen still stood naked or half-clothed. There should be aproper inquiry over that, and no doubt a round of beatings,but the Lady's impatience ended the matter. She wanted tosign and buy at once. With a furious gesture, the factorurged the tally keeper to overlook the lapse and be done. Atthirty centuries, these slaves would bring little profit, butworse was the risk that they would linger unsold, swellingthe holding pens and eating thyza that might be better usedto fatten more amenable slaves - each worth five to tencenturies alone.

 

Aware of which shortfall he would rather report to hisinvestors, the factor regained his poise. 'Send my runner fora scribe to draw up the Lady's document.' He snappedsomething under his breath as his underling began toprotest, surely an urge to make haste lest the Lady come toher senses and change her mind.

 

The assistant rushed off. The Lady in the gallery paid hisdeparture no heed; her own gaze turned toward theredheaded barbarian acquired on impulse and intuition. Hein his turn stared back, and something about the intentness
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of his blue eyes caused her to blush as Hokanu of theShinzawai had not.

 

Mara suddenly turned away and without a word to herStrike Leader hurried down the steps from the gallery to thestreet level. The Strike Leader needed but a step to overtakeher and resume his position. He wondered if the speed of herdeparture resulted from her impatience to return to herhome or from another discomfort.

 

Putting aside speculation, Lujan bent to assist Mara intoher litter. jican's going to be thrown into a dither.' Marastudied her officer's face and found none of his usualamusement. In place of mocking humour she saw onlyconcern - and perhaps something more.

 

Then the factor's scribe appeared with documents tofinalize the sale. Mara signed, impatient to be away.

A noise of alien chatter and grumbling, and the slaveswere herded out of the gate from the holding area. Lujangave the barest motion of his head, and Mara's company ofguards busied themselves with readying two dozenMidkemians for the journey back to the Acoma estates. Thetask was made difficult by the slaves' poor comprehensionof the language and an unbelievable tendency to argue. Noslave of Tsurani birth would ever think of demandingsandals before being required to march. Stymied byseemingly irrational defiance, the soldiers first threatenedand finally resorted to force. Their tempers grew shorter bythe minute. Soldiers were not overseers, and beating slaveswas beneath their station. To be seen manhandling chattelin a public street shamed them and reflected no honour uponthe mistress now ready to depart.

 

Mara's too-straight back as she sat motionless on hercushions showed her discomfort at this coarse display. Shegestured for her bearers to shoulder the litter poles. The paceshe commanded from them at least assured that passagethrough the streets of Sulan-Qu would be brief.

26

 

Mara motioned to Lujan and, after the briefest conference,determined that she and her party should drive theMidkemian slaves by the least conspicuous route. Thisinvolved crossing the poorer quarters by the river, overstreets rutted with refuse and puddles of sewage and washwater. Now the warriors drew swords and shoved laggardslaves on their way with the flats of their blades. Footpadsand street thieves were little threat to a company of theirvigilance and experience, but Mara wished for haste forother reasons.

 

Her enemies always took interest in her movements, nomatter how insignificant, and gossip would arise about hervisit to the slave pen. Even now the factor and his handlerswere probably heading for the local wine shop, and if justone trader or merchant overheard their speculation uponMara's motives in buying outworld slaves, rumours wouldinstantly begin to spread. And once her presence in the citywas widely known, enemy agents would be racing toovertake her and track her movements. Since theMidkemians were intended for the clearing of new needrameadows, Mara wished that fact kept secret as long aspossible. No matter how trivial, any information gained byher foes weakened the Acoma. And Mara's supremeconcern, since the day she became Ruling Lady, was topreserve the house of her ancestors.

 

The litter bearers turned into the street that flanked theriverfront. Here the byway narrowed to an alley betweenramshackle buildings, providing scant room for the litter oneither side. Atop the walls, galleries with rough hide curtainsloomed above the streets, their roof beams crowdingtogether, swallowing sunlight. Successive generations oflandlords had added additional floors, each new storey,overhanging the previous one, so that to look upward wasto view a narrow slice of the green Kelewanese sky, brilliantagainst the oppressive dimness. Mara's soldiers strained to
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see in the sudden gloom, always watchful for threats to theirmistress; this warren provided ample opportunity forambush.

 

The river breeze could not penetrate this tight-wovenmaze of tenements. The air hung motionless and humid,fetid with garbage, waste, and the pungency of decayingtimbers. Many foundations were eaten away with dry rot,causing walls to crack and roof beams to sag. Despite therepellent surroundings, the streets teemed with humanity.The inhabitants hurried clear of Mara's retinue, commonersducking into doorless hovels at the sight of an officer'splume. Warriors of great Lords would instantly beat anywretch slow to clear their path. Only throngs of shoutingand filthy urchins tempted such misfortune, pointing at theLady's rich litter and darting clear of the soldiers whojabbed spear butts to clear them away.

 

The Midkemians had ceased their chattering, much toLujan's relief. At present his warriors had enough to occupythem without that added irritation. No matter how oftenthe barbarians were ordered to silence, as befitted slaves,they tended to disobey. Now, as the Acoma retinue passedbetween the overcrowded tenements, the spicy, smoke-scentedair that issued from the dens of the drug-flowersellers became prevalent. The eaters of the kamota blossomresin lived in dreams and hallucinations, and madness cameupon them in fits. The warriors carried their spears inreadiness, prepared for unexpected attack, and Mara satbehind closed curtains, her scented fan pressed close to hernostrils.

 

The litter slowed before a corner, its occupant jostled asthe bearers shifted grip and jockeyed their load past theposts of a sagging doorway. One of the poles caught uponthe dirty curtain that hung across the entrance, pulling itaskew. Within huddled several families, crowded one uponanother. Their clothes were filthy and their skins wretched
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with sores. A pot of noisome thyza was being shared outamong them, while another, similar pot collected the day'ssoil in one corner. The stench was choking, and on a tatteredblanket a mother suckled a limp infant, three more toddlersLying across her knees and ankles. They all showed signs ofvermin, ill health, and starvation. Inculcated since birth toknow that poverty or wealth was bestowed as the godswilled - in reward for deeds in past lives - Mara gave theirwretchedness no consideration.

 

The bearers cleared the litter from the doorway. As theyregrouped, Mara caught a glimpse of the new slaves whofollowed behind. The tall redhead muttered something toanother slave, a balding, powerfully built man who listenedwith the respect of one deferring to a leader. Outrage, ormaybe shock, showed in both men's expressions, thoughwhat might inspire such depths of emotion within a publicplace, before individuals almost as honourless as the slavesthemselves, seemed a mystery to the Lady.

 

The poor quarter of Sulan-Qu was not large; still, passagethrough the jammed streets was painfully tedious. Finallythe tenements fell behind as the road crooked with the bendin the river Gagajin. Here the gloom lessened, but onlyslightly. In place of the mildewed tenements were warehouses,craft sheds, and factories. Dye shops and tanneries,butchers' stalls and slaughterhouses crowded the way, andthe blended stinks of offal, dye vats, and steam from thetallow renderer's left a reeking miasma in the air. Smokefrom the resin makers' fires coiled in clouds from thechimneys, and at the riverside, docked to weathered pilings,lay commerce barges and other floating house-shacks.Vendors vied for any cranny that remained, each crowded,tiny stall serving its wares to clusters of wives and off-dutyworkers.

 

Now Lujan's warriors were forced to shove the crowdsaside, shouting, 'Acoma! Acoma!' to let the commoners
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know a great Lady was passing. Other warriors closedtightly against the sides of Mara's litter, placing theirarmoured bodies between their mistress and possibledanger. The slaves they kept herded together, and the pressbecame so tight that no man could look down to check hisfooting. The soldiers wore hardened leather sandals, but theslaves, including the bearers, had no choice but to tread onbits of broken crockery and rivulets of sewage and otherrefuse.

 

Mara lay back against her finely embroidered cushions,her fan pressed hard to her face. She closed her eyes inlonging for the open meadows of her estate, perfumed withsummer grass and sweet flowers. In time the factory quarterchanged, became less odorous and crowded, more inclinedtoward industries of the luxury trade. Here weavers, tailors,basket makers, cordwainers, silk spinners, and potterstoiled. An occasional jeweller's stall - guarded by armedmercenaries - or a perfumer's, frequented in this lessfashionable quarter by painted women of the Reed Life, wasnestled between shops offering less luxurious merchandise.

The sun had climbed to midday. Drowsy behind hercurtains, Mara fanned herself slowly, thankful that, at last,the bustle of Sulan-Qu fell behind. As her retinue continueddown roads shaded by evergreens, she was Lying back,attempting to sleep, when one of the bearers developed alimp. At each step she was jostled uncomfortably on hercushions, and rather than cause a man needless pain, sheordered a halt to look into the matter.

 

Lujan detailed a soldier to inspect the bearers. One hadcut his foot in the poor quarters. Tsurani, and aware of hisplace, he had striven to continue his duty to the verge offainting with pain.

 

Mara was still nearly an hour from her estate house, and,maddeningly, the Midkemians were once again speakingamong themselves in the nasal braying that passed for their
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native language. Irked by their jabbering as much as by thedelay, she motioned to Lujan. 'Send that redheadedbarbarian over to replace my lame bearer.' Slave he mightbe, but he acted like a ringleader, and since the stinks of thepoor quarter had left Mara with a headache, she was willingto consider almost any expedient to make the barbariansless quarrelsome.

 

The warriors immediately brought the chosen slave. Theheld one called out in protest and had to be cuffed aside.Knocked to his knees, he continued to shout, until theredhead bade him be silent. Then, blue eyes fixed in curiosityon the elegant Lady in the litter, he came forward toshoulder the vacant left front pole.

 

'No,' snapped Lujan at once. He waved for the slave tothe rear to come forward and assigned the redhead to standbehind. This way a warrior with an unsheathed sword couldmarch at the barbarian's back, insurance against trouble orthreat to their mistress.

 

'Home,' she ordered her retinue, and her bearerscrouched to shoulder their burden, the redheaded barbarianamong them.

 

The first steps forward were unmitigated chaos. TheMidkemian was over a head taller than the other bearers,and as he straightened with his load, and strode ahead, thelitter canted forward. Mara found herself starting to slide.The silk trappings and cushions offered no resistance to hermotion. Lujan's fast reflexes spared her an unceremoniousspill onto the ground, and a slap of his hand warned thebarbarian to hold his pole level. This the huge man could doonly by hunching his back and shoulders, which placed hiscurly head just inches from his mistress's curtains.

'This won't do at all,' Mara snapped.

 

'A fine triumph for Desio of the Minwanabi, if you cameto hurt through a slave's clumsiness,' Lujan said, then headded a hopeful smile. 'Maybe we could dress these
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Midkemians as house slaves and give them to theMinwanabi as a gift? At least they might break much ofvalue before Desio's First Adviser orders them hanged.'

But Mara was in no mood for jokes. She straightened herrobe and removed mussed pins from her hair. All the whilethe barbarian's eyes watched her with a directness the Ladyfound disturbing. At length he cocked his head to one sideand, with a disarming grin, addressed her in broken Tsuranias he stumbled along.

 

Lujan drowned him out with a shout of outrage. 'Dog!Slave! On your miserable knees!' He snapped his head at hiswarriors. Instantly one rushed to take the litter pole, whileothers seized the redhead and threw him forcefully down.Strong arms pummelled his shoulders, and still he tried tospeak, until a warrior's studded sandal pressed his insolentface into the dust.

 

'How dare you address the Lady of the Acoma, slave!'shouted Lujan.

 

'What is he trying to say?' asked Mara, suddenly morecurious than affronted.

 

Lujan looked around in surprise. 'Can it matter? He's abarbarian, and that brings you no honour, mistress. Still, hissuggestion was not without merit.'

 

Mara paused, her hand full of tortoiseshell pins. Sunlightglinted on their jewelled heads, and on the shell ornamentssewn to her collar. 'Tell me.'

 

Lujan raked his wrist across his sweat-streaked brow.'The wretch suggested that if you would call over three of hisfellows, and dismiss your other slaves, they might carry yourlitter more easily, since they are closer to the same height.'

Mara lay back, her pins and fallen hair momentarilyforgotten. She frowned in thought. 'He said that,' shemused, then looked at the man, who lay face down in thedust with a soldier's foot holding him immobile. 'Let himup.'

 

32

 

lady?' lujan said softly. Only his questioning tonehinted how close he dared go in direct protest of her givenorder.

 

'Let the barbarian up,' said Mara shortly. 'I believe hissuggestion is sensible. Or do you wish to march through theafternoon, delayed by a lame bearer?'

 

Lujan returned a Tsurani shrug, as if to say that hismistress was right. In truth, she could be as stubborn as thebarbarian slaves, and rather than try her further, the AcomaStrike Leader called off the warrior who held the redheaddown. He gave rapid orders. The remaining bearers and theone warrior lowered Mara's litter to the ground, and threeof the taller Midkemians were selected to take their places.The redheaded one joined them, his handsome face leftbloody where a stone in the roadway had opened the gashon his cheek. He took his place no more humbly than before,though he must have been bruised by rough handling. Theretinue started forward once again, with Mara little morecomfortable. The Midkemians might have meant well, butthey were inexperienced at carrying a litter. They did nottime their strides, which made for a jolting ride. Mara layback, fighting queasiness. She closed her eyes in resignation.The slaves purchased in Sulan-Qu were proving far toomuch of a distraction. She made note to herself to makemention to Jican; the Midkemians should perhaps beassigned to duties close to the estate house, where warriorswere always within call. The more experienced overseerscould keep watch until the slaves had been taught properbehaviour and could be trusted to act as fate had intended.

Irritated that something as trivial as buying new slaveshad evoked so much discomfort and confusion, Marapondered the problems sent against her by her enemies. Eyesclosed against the onslaught of a burgeoning headache, shethought to herself, What would I be plotting if I were Desioof the Minwanabi?

 

Planning

 

The air was still.

 

Desio of the Minwanabi sat at the desk in his late father'sstudy contemplating the tallies before him. Although it wasmidday, a lamp burned near his elbow. The study was ashadowy furnace, all screens and battle shutters tightlyclosed, denying those inside the afternoon breezes off thelake. Desio seemed immune to the discomfort. A singlejade-fly buzzed around his head, apparently determined toland upon the young Lord's brow. Desio's hand movedabsently, as if to brush away the troublesome insect, and foran instant the sweating slave who fanned him broke rhythm,uncertain whether the Lord of the Minwanabi gestured forhim to withdraw.

 

An elderly figure in shadow motioned for the slave toremain. Incomo, First Adviser of House Minwanabi, waitedpatiently for his master to finish the reports.

Desio's brow knitted. He dragged the oil lamp closer andsought to concentrate upon the information listed on thepapers before him, but the characters seemed to swimthrough the humid afternoon air. At last he rocked back onhis cushions with an angry sigh of frustration. 'Enough!'

Incomo regarded his young master with a blandness thathid concern. 'My Lord?'

 

Desio, never athletic, pushed the lamp aside and roseponderously to his feet. His massive stomach strained at thesash of the lounging robe he wore in his own quarters.Perspiration streamed off his face, and with a pudgy hand heswept damp locks out of his eyes.

 

Incomo knew that the cause of Desio's agitation was
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more than the usual humidity, the legacy of an unseasonabletropical storm to the south. The Lord of the Minwanabi hadordered the screens latched closed ostensibly for privacy.The old man knew the reason behind the seeminglyirrational order: fear. Even in his own home' Desio wasafraid. No lord of any house, let alone one of the Five GreatHouses, could admit to such weakness, so the First Adviserdared say nothing on the matter.

 

Desio stalked heavily around the room, his rage slowlybuilding, his torturous breath and bunched fists sure signthat within minutes he would strike out at whichevermember of his household happened to be nearest. Theyoung Lord had evidenced a nature of petty cruelty while hisfather ruled, but that vicious streak had bloomed in fullsince the death of Jingu. With his mother having retired to aconvent of Lashima, Desio showed no restraints on hisimpulses. The fan slave paced after his master, attempting todischarge his tasks without getting in the way.

Hoping to avoid the incapacitation of another houseslave, the First Adviser said,'My Lord, perhaps a cool drinkwould restore your patience. These matters of trade areurgent.'

 

Desio continued pacing as if he did not hear. Hisappearance revealed his recent personal neglect and indulgence,florid cheeks and nose, puffy dark circles beneath hisred-rimmed eyes, grimy hair hanging lankly around hisshoulders, and greasy dirt under his fingernails. Incomoreflected that, since his father's ritual suicide, the youngLord had generally acted like an itchy needra bull in a mudwallow with a dozen cows, an odd way to show his grief, butnot unheard of: those confronted by death for the first timeoften embrace life-affirming behaviour. So, for days, Desiohad remained drunk in his private quarters with his girls andignored the affairs of House Minwanabi.

 

On the second morning some of the girls reappeared,
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bruised and battered from Desio's passionate rages. Othergirls replaced them in a seemingly inexhaustible succession,until the Lord of the Minwanabi had finally thrown off hisfit of grief. He had emerged looking ten years older than atthe moment he had silently watched his father fall upon thefamily sword.

 

Now Desio made a pretence of running the far-flungholdings he had inherited, but his drinking began at middayand continued into the night. Although Lord of one of theFive Great Families of the Empire, Desio seemed unable toacknowledge the enormous responsibility that went with hispower. Tormented by personal demons, he tried to hidefrom them in soft arms or wash them away with a sea ofwine. Had Incomo dared, he would have sent his master ahealer, a priest, and a child's teacher who would issue a stifflecture on the responsibilities that accompanied the ruler'smantle. But one look in Desio's eyes - and the madnesshinted there - warned the First Adviser any such effortswould be futile. Desio's spirit boiled with a rage only theRed God might answer.

 

Incomo tried one last time to turn Desio's attention backto business. 'My Lord, if I may point out, we are losing dayswhile our ships lie empty in their berths in Jamar. If they areto sail to-'

 

'Enough!' Desio's fist crashed against a partition, tearingthe delicate painted silk and splintering the frame. Hekicked the wreckage to the floor, then whirled and collidedwith his fan slave. Enraged beyond reason, the Lord of theMinwanabi struck the man as if he were furniture. The slavecrashed to his knees, a broken nose and lacerated lipspraying blood across his face, his chest, and the smashedpartition. In fear for his very life, the slave managed to keepthe large fan from striking his master, despite being halfblindfrom pain and tears. Desio remained oblivious to theslave's heroic deference. He rounded to confront his adviser.'I cannot concentrate on anything, so long as she is outthere!'

 

Incomo required no explanation to know to whom hismaster referred. Experience taught him there was nothing todo but sit back and endure another outburst. 'My Lord,' hesaid anxiously, 'no good will be gained in yearning forvengeance should all your wealth dwindle through neglect.If you will not attend to these decisions, at least permit yourhadonra to take matters in hand.'

 

The plea made no impression on Desio. Staring into thedistance, his voice a harsh whisper, as if to speak the hatedname were to give it substance, he whispered, 'Mare of theAcoma must die!'

 

Glad now for the dark room, which hid his own fears,Incomo agreed. 'Of course, my Lord. But this is not thetime.'

 

'When!' he shouted, his bellow hurting Incomo's ears.Desio kicked at a pillow, then lowered his voice to a morereasonable tone. 'When ? She contrived to escape my father'strap; and more: she forced him to dishonour his own pledgefor the safety of a guest, compelling him to kill himself inshame.' Desio's agitation simmered higher as he recounted

Mara's offences against his house. 'This ... girl has notmerely defeated us, she has humbled- no, humiliated us!'He stamped hard on the pillow and regarded his adviserwith narrowed eyes.

 

The fan slave shrank from the expression, so like that ofJingu of the Minwanabi when roused to rage. Bleeding fromnose and mouth, but still trying valiantly to cool hissweating master, he raised and lowered his fan in barelyunbroken rhythm while Desio's voice turned conspiratorial,a harsh whisper. 'The Warlord looks upon her withamusement and affection, even favour - perhaps he beds thebitch - while our faces are pushed into needra slime. We eatneedra droppings each day she draws breath!' Desio's scowl

deepened. He stared at the tightly closed screens, and as ifseeing them stirred a memory, a glint of sanity returned tohis eyes for the first time since Jingu's death. Incomorestrained a sigh of open relief.

 

'And more again,' Desio finished with the slow care a manmight use in the presence of a coiled pusk adder. 'She is nowa real threat to my safety.'

 

Incomo nodded to himself. He knew that the root ofDesio's behaviour was fear. Jingu's son lived each day interror that Mara would continue the Acoma blood feudwith the Minwanabi. Now Ruling Lord, Desio would be thenext target of Mara's plotting, his own life and honour thenext to fall.

 

Although the stifling heat shortened his patience, Incomoattempted to console his master, for this admission, nomatter how private between a Lord and his adviser, was thefirst step in overcoming that fear, and perhaps in conqueringLady Mara, as well. 'Lord, the girl will make a mistake. Youmust bide your time; wait for that moment....'

The jade-fly returned to pester Desio; the slave moved hisfan to intercept its flight, but Desio waved the feathers away.He glared through the gloom at Incomo. 'No, I cannot wait.The Acoma cow already has the upper hand and shecontinues to grow stronger. My father's position was moreadvantageous than my own; he stood but one step awayfrom the Gold Throne of the Warlord! Now he is ashes, andI can count loyal allies on one hand. All our pain andhumiliation can be placed at the feet of . . . that woman.'

This was sorrowfully true. Incomo understood hismaster's reluctance to speak his enemy's name. Barely morethan a child when her father and brother died - with fewsoldiers and no allies - within three years Mara had securedmore prestige for the Acoma than they had known in theirlong, honourable history. Incomo tried in vain to think ofsomething soothing to say, but his young Lord's complaintswere all justified. Mara was to be feared, and now herposition of power had increased to the point where she notonly could protect herself, but could directly challenge theMinwanabi.

 

Softly the First Adviser said, 'Recall Tasaio to your side.'

Desio blinked, momentarily looking stupid as his fathernever had. Then comprehension dawned. He glanced aboutthe room and noticed the fan slave still at his post, despitethe blood trickling from his broken nose and torn lip. In amoment of unexpected consideration, Desio dismissed theunfortunate wretch. Now alone with his adviser, he said,'Why should I call my cousin back from the war upon thebarbarian world? You know he covets my position. Until Imarry and sire children, he is next in succession. And he istoo close to the Warlord for my taste. My father was wise tokeep him busy with affairs upon a distant world.'

'Your father was also wise enough to have your cousinarrange the Lord Sezu's and Lanokota's deaths in the firstplace.' Hands tucked in his sleeves, Incomo stalked forwarda step. 'Why not let Tasaio deal with the girl? The father, theson, now the daughter.'

 

Desio considered. Tasaio had waited until the Warlordhad been absent from the campaign upon the barbarianworld to order Lord Sezu and his son into an impossiblemilitary situation. He had ensured their deaths withoutexposing the Minwanabi to any public culpability. It hadbeen a brilliant stroke, and Desio's father had ceded somedesirable lands in Honshoni Province to Tasaio as reward.Tapping his cheek with a pudgy finger, Desio said, 'I amuncertain. Tasaio might prove dangerous to me, perhaps as

dangerous as . . . that girl.'

 

Incomo shook his head in disagreement. 'Your cousin willdefend Minwanabi honour. As Ruling Lord, you are not atarget for Tasaio's ambition, as you were when Lord Jinguwas alive. It is one thing to seek a rival's demise, quiteanother to attempt to overthrow one's own lawful Lord.'Incomo pondered a moment, then added, 'Despite hisambitions, it is unthinkable Tasaio would break his oath toyou. He would no more move against you than he wouldhave against your father, Lord Desio.' He stressed the last todrive home the point he wished to make.

 

Desio stood, ignoring.the fly, which at last perched uponhis collar. His eyes fixed on a point in space, and he sighedaloud. 'Yes, of course. You are correct. I must recall Tasaioand have him swear fealty. Then he must defend me with hislife, or forfeit Minwanabi honour forever.'

 

Incomo waited, aware his master had not finished.Sometimes clumsy with words, Desio still possessed acunning mind, though he lacked his father's instincts or hiscousin's brilliance. He crossed to the windows. 'I shallinclude all other loyal retainers and allies in my summons,'he declared at last. 'Yes, we must have a formal gathering.'He faced his adviser with finality. 'No one shall think I havehesitated in calling my cousin to serve at home. No, we shallhave all our vassals and allies here.'

 

Decisively the fat man clapped his hands. Two servants inorange livery slid aside painted doors and entered to do hisbidding. 'Open these damned screens,' commanded Desio.'Do it quickly. I am hot.' As if a great burden had been liftedfrom his soul, he added, 'Let in fresh air, for the gods'mercy.'

 

The servants busied themselves with latches and bars, andpresently light flooded the study and cool air flowed inside.The fly on the young Lord's collar took wing towardfreedom, and the lake beyond. The waters sparkled silver insunlight, dotted with fishing boats that plied nets from dawnto dusk. Desio seemed to shed his self-indulgence as hestrode across the room to stand before his First Adviser. Hiseyes came alight with newfound confidence as the paralysingfear brought on by his father's death fled before his
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excited planning. 'I will make my vows upon my family'snatami in the Holy Glade of Minwanabi Ancestors, with allmy kin in attendance.

 

"We shall show that the Minwanabi have not fallen.'Then, with unexpected dry humour, he added, 'Or at leastnot very far.'He shouted for his hadonra and began relayingorders. 'I want the very finest entertainment available. Thiscelebration will outshine that disaster my father arranged tohonour the Warlord. Have every family member attend,including those who fight upon the barbarian world . . .'

'This shall be done, my Lord.' Incomo sent a runnerscurrying with instructions for officers, senior advisers,servants, and slaves. Within moments two scribes werefuriously copying Desio's commands, while, close by, thefamily chop bearer hovered with hot wax.

 

Desio regarded this bustle with a cold smile on his lips. Hedroned on a few minutes more, his orders and grandioseplans making him feel better than wine. Then suddenly hestopped. To all in the room he announced, 'And send wordto the Grand Temple of Turakamu. I will build a prayergate, so that each traveller who passes through will invokethe Red God's indulgence, that he will look favourably uponMinwanabi vengeance. To the god I vow: blood will flowfreely until I have the Acoma bitch's head!'

 

Incomo bowed to conceal his sudden concern. To pledgeso to Turakamu might bring fortune during a conflict, butone did not-vow lightly to the Death God; disaster couldbefall if vows went unfulfilled. The patience of the gods insuch a matter was a fickle proposition. Incomo gathered hisrobe about him, finding the air off the lake suddenly chilling.At least, he hoped it was the breeze and not a premonition ofdoom.

 

Sunlight streamed through the tree branches within thelargest of the Acoma gardens, painting patches of light upon
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the ground. Overhead, leaves rustled, while the fountain inthe centre of the courtyard sang its never-ending melody offalling water. Despite the pleasant surroundings, all thosecalled to council shared their mistress's concerns.

Mara sat within her circle of senior advisers, her thoughtstroubled. Clad in her thinnest lounging robe, adorned by asingle green jewel on a cho-ja-carved jade chain, she seemedalmost abstracted, the picture of the Lady in repose. And yether brown eyes held a glint that these, her closest advisers,all recognized as puzzlement.

 

One by one the Lady studied the officers and advisers thatwere House Acoma's core. The hadonra, Jican, a short,nervous man with a shrewd mind for commerce, satdiffidently as always. Under his detailed management,Acoma wealth had multiplied, but he preferred progress insmall, secure steps, avoiding the dramatic gambles thatappealed to Mara. Today Jican fidgeted less than usual,which the Lady of the Acoma attributed to the news that thecho-ja silk makers had begun their spinning. By the winterseason their first bolts of finished cloth would be ready.Acoma riches, then, were on the increase. To Jican, this wasof vital concern. But Mara knew wealth alone did not securea great house.

 

Her First Adviser, Nacoya, had repeated this to no end. Ifanything, Mara's recent victory over the Minwanabi madethe wizened old woman more nervous than ever. 'I agreewith Jican, Lady. This expansion could prove dangerous.'She fixed Mara with a steady gaze. 'A house can rise too fastin the Game of the Council. The lasting victories are ever thesubtle ones, for they do not call for preemptive action byrivals unnerved by sudden successes. The Minwanabi willbe moving, we know, so let us not bring uninvited appraisalfrom other houses, too.'

 

Mara dismissed the remark. 'I have only the Minwanabito fear. We are at odds with no one else at present, and I wishthings to remain that way. We must all prepare for the strikewe know will come. It's just a question of when and in whatform.' Mare's voice held an uncertain note as she added,'!expected a swift reprisal after Jingu's death, even if only atoken raid.' And yet, for a month, no changes had beenobserved in the Minwanabi household.

 

Desio's appetite for drink and slave girls had increased,Mara's spies reported; and Jican's quick eyes had noticedthe drop in Minwanabi trade goods sold within the Empire'smarketplaces. This decrease in wares had driven prices up,and other houses had prospered as a result: hardly the desireof the power-hungry Minwanabi, particularly after thatfamily had suffered such a loss in prestige.

 

Neither were there any overt preparations for war. TheMinwanabi barracks maintained practice as usual, and norecall orders had gone out to the troops at war on thebarbarian world.

 

Force Commander Keyoke had not taken the spies'reports to heart. Never complacent where Mara's safety wasconcerned, he laboured among his troops morning untilnightfall, reviewing the condition of armour and weapons,and overseeing battle drills. Lujan, his First Strike Leader,spent hours at his side. He - like all Acoma soldiers - waslean and battle-ready, his eyes quick to fix upon movement,and his hand always near his sword.

 

'I don't like the way things look,' Keyoke said, his wordssharp over the fall of water in the fountain. 'The Minwanabiestate might appear to be in chaos, but this could be a ruse tocover preparations for a strike against us. Desio may begrieving for his father, but I grew up with Irrilandi, his ForceCommander, and I will tell you there is no laxity in anyMinwanabi barracks. Warriors can march in a moment.'His capable hands tightened on the helmet in his lap, untilthe officer's plumes at the crest quivered with his tension.

Ever expressionless, Keyoke shrugged. 'I know our forces
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should be preparing to counter this threat you speak of, butthe spies give us no clue where we should look for the nextthrust. We cannot keep ourselves at battle readiness indefinitely,mistress.'

 

Lujan nodded. 'There has been no movement in the wildsamong the grey warriors and condemned men. No largeforce of bandits is reported, which should mean it's safe toassume that the Minwanabi are not staging for a covertattack, as they did against Lord Buntokapi.'

 

'Seem not to be,' Keyoke amended. 'Lord Buntokapi,'hesaid, naming Mara's late husband, 'was given amplewarning.' His eyes showed a fleeting bitterness. 'For LordSezu, warning came too late. This was Tasaio's plotting, anda more clever relli has never been birthed by theMinwanabi,'he observed, referring to the deadly Kelewanwater serpent. 'The moment I hear Tasaio has been recalled,I will begin sleeping in my armour.'

 

Mara nodded to Nacoya, who seemed to have somethingto add. The old woman's pins were askew, as always, buther gruff manner seemed more thoughtful than sharp. 'YourSpy Master's agents will pay very careful attention toimportant matters within the Minwanabi household.' Ashrewd expression crossed the adviser's face. 'But he is aman, Lady, and will concentrate on numbers of soldiers,stockpiling of stores for battle, the comings and goings ofleaders, messages to allies. I would suggest that you put youragent under orders to watch for the moment when Desiotires of his slave girls. A man with a purpose does not dally inhis bed. This I remember well. The moment Desio ceasesdrinking wine and fondling women, then we know he plotsmurder against your house.'

 

Mara made a faintly exasperated gesture. The slightesthint of a smile curved her lips, making her radiantly pretty.Though she was unaware of the fact, Lujan was not; hewatched his mistress with devoted admiration and added a
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playful comment. 'My Lady, First Adviser' - here he noddedto the wizened Nacoya -'I will bid the warriors who sweatthrough their drills at noon to await the exhaustion ofDesio's member. When the Minwanabi flag droops, we willall line up for the charge.'

 

Mara blushed and threw the First Strike Leader a darklook. 'Lujan, your insight is apt, even if your example is not.'Since her wedding night, Mara had little comfort with suchtalk.

 

Lujan bowed. 'My Lady, if I have given offence . . .'

She waved away the apology - she could never stay angrywith Lujan - then turned her head as her runner rushed upand bowed at her elbow.

 

'Speak, Tamu,' she said gently, for the young boy wasnew to his post and still uncertain of himself.

Tamu pressed his forehead to the floor, still intimidatedby being in a noble's presence. 'Lady, your Spy Masterawaits in your study. He says he has brought reports fromHokani Province, particularly from estates to the north.'

'At last,' said Mara in relief. She recognized in therunner's choice of language what her Spy Master, Arakasi,had striven to impart. Only one estate in Hokani mattered.He would have word of the countermove her people hadbeen awaiting through four strained weeks. To her advisersshe said, 'I will speak with Arakasi at once, and meet withyou all later in the afternoon.'

 

Breezes played through the ulo leaves, and the fountainstill sang its splashing song, as the Acoma officers bowed toacknowledge their dismissal. Keyoke and Lujan were first torise. Jican gathered his tally slates and asked his Lady'spermission to look in on the cho-ja silk makers. Maragranted his request, but waved him off before he couldreiterate any of his constant concerns.

 

Nacoya was last to rise. Arthritis had slowed her movements of late, and Mara was jolted by the unpleasant
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recognition that age was taking its toll on the indomitableold woman. Nacoya's promotion to First Adviser had beenwell earned, and despite her belief that she had risen higherthan she deserved, Mara's former nurse had worn hermantle of office with grace and shrewd intelligence. Thirtyyears serving the wives and daughters of Ruling Lords hadgained her a unique insight into the Game of the Council.

Mara watched Nacoya's stiff bow with trepidation. Shecould not imagine Acoma prosperity without the oldwoman's acerbic guidance or her strong, affectionatenature, which had supported Mara through worse troublesthan she had ever imagined she might survive. Only the godsknew how long Nacoya might live, but, with a chill, Marasensed that her First Adviser's days were limited. The Ladyof the Acoma was in no way prepared for the loss. Save forher son, the old woman was all Mara counted family in theworld. If she lost Nacoya unexpectedly, there was no clearchoice among her servants for the role of First Adviser.

Mara pushed such gloomy thoughts away. Best not tothink of future sorrows when the Minwanabi were busyplotting vengeance, she justified to herself.

 

Mara bade her runner slave rise and inform Arakasi thatshe would be joining him in the study. Then she clapped fora servant and sent to the kitchen for food. For unless Arakasichanged his manner, he had come straight to his mistressfrom the road and had not eaten since the night before.

Mara's study was dim and cool, even during earlyafternoon. Furnished with a low black table and fine greensilk cushions, it had hand-painted screens opening onto awalkway lined with flowering akasi plants. When open, theouter doors provided a view of the Acoma estates, needrameadows rolling away to the wetlands where the shatrabirds flew each sunset. But today the screens were onlypartially open, and the view was blocked by filmy silkdrapes that admitted air while keeping out prying eyes.
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Mara entered a room that appeared at first glance to beempty. Experience had taught her not to be deceived; still,she could not entirely control her slight start.

A voice spoke without warning from the dimmest corner.'I closed the drapes, Lady, since the work crew is trimmingthe akasi.' A shadowy figure stepped forward, graceful as apredator stalking prey. 'Although your overseer is honest,and Midkemians are unlikely to be spies, still, I takeprecautions out of habit.'

 

The man knelt before his mistress. 'More than once suchpractices have saved my life. I bring you greetings, Lady.'

Mara gave him her hand as a sign he should make himselfcomfortable. 'You are doubly welcomed home, Arakasi.'She studied this fascinating man. His dark hair was wet, butnot from a bath. Arakasi had paused only to rinse off traveldust and slip on a fresh tunic. His hatred of the Minwanabiequalled any harboured by those born on Acoma lands, andhis desire to see the most powerful of the Five Familiesground down into oblivion was dearer to him than life.

'I hear no sounds of shears,' Mara pointed out. Shepermitted her Spy Master to rise. 'Your return is a relief,Arakasi.'

 

The Spy Master straightened and settled back onto hisheels. Mara had a quick mind, and, with her, discussionstended to thread through several topics simultaneously. Hesmiled with genuine pleasure, for in her service his reportsbore rich fruit. Without waiting for her to be seated, heanswered her earlier query. 'You hear no sounds of shears,Lady, because the overseer sent away the workers. Theslaves on the first shift complained of sunburn, and ratherthan sweat over the whip, the overseer chose to shuffle thework roster.'

 

'Midkemians,' Mara said shortly, as she settled onto hercushions. With Arakasi she felt familiar, and since the day

waxed hot, she loosened her sash and allowed the breeze
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through the drapes to cool her through her opened robe.They are recalcitrant as breeding needra. Jican advisedagainst my buying them, and I fear he may have been right.'

Arakasi considered this with a birdlike cock of his head.'Jican thinks like a hadonra, not a ruler.'

 

'Meaning he does not see the whole picture,' Mara said,and the light in her eyes intensified with the challenge ofmatching wits with her Spy Master. 'You find theMidkemians interesting,' she surmised.

 

'Passingly so.' Arakasi turned at a slight step in thecorridor, and seeing that the disturbance was nothing morethan a servant approaching from the kitchen, he again facedhis mistress. 'Their customs are not like ours, Lady. If thereare slaves in their culture, my guess is they are very differentcreatures from ours. But I digress from my purpose.' Hiseyes grew suddenly sharp. 'Desio of the Minwanabi at lastbegins to show his hand as Ruling Lord.'

 

The servant arrived at the doorway with platters of fruitand cold jigabird. Arakasi fell silent as Mara motioned forthe tray to be placed on the table. 'You must be hungry.' Sheinvited her Spy Master to take his ease upon the cushions.The servant departed silently, and for the moment all wasquiet outside. Neither Mara nor her Spy Master reached forthe dishes. The Lady of the Acoma spoke first. 'Tell me ofDesio.'

 

Arakasi became very still. His dark eyes showed noemotion at all, but his hands, so seldom betraying his mood,went tense. 'The young Lord is not the player of the GreatGame that his father was,' he opened. 'This if anythingmakes him more dangerous. With Jingu, my agents alwaysknew where and when to listen. This is not so with the son.An experienced opponent is somewhat predictable. Anovice may prove . . . innovative.' He smiled slightly andnodded in Mara's direction, acknowledging that her ownsuccesses bore out his observations. 'He's no creativethinker, but what Desio can't gain by wit, he may yet bungleinto having.' The Spy Master poured himself a cup ofjomach juice and took a tentative sip. He would find nopoisons in this house, but the subject of the Minwanabi, asalways, made him prickle with uneasiness and caution.Seeking a lighter tone, lest he needlessly alarm his youngmistress, Arakasi added, 'Desio has a lot of soldiers tobungle with.'

 

Mara considered her Spy Master's mood, perhapsbrought on by his own need for self-control, for to give hishatred free rein he would seek the destruction of his enemieswithout regard for the safety of any and all things near tohim.

 

'But Desio himself is weak, no matter how strong thosewho serve him.' Arakasi abandoned his juice cup on thetable. 'He has inherited all his father's passions, but notJingu's restraints. If not for Force Commander Irrilandi'svigilance, his enemies might have torn through his defencesand fed off his wealth like a pack of jagunas over a deadharulth,' he said, referring to Kelewan's doglike carrioneater and most feared predator: a giant, six-legged terror, allspeed and teeth. Arakasi steepled his hands and lookedkeenly at Mara. 'But Force Commander Irrilandi kept hispatrols in first-class order. Many exploratory raids weremounted within days of Jingu's death, and Minwanabi leftonly a few survivors licking their wounds.'

 

'The Xacatecas were among those enemies,' Maraprompted.

 

Arakasi returned a nod. 'They bear the Minwanabi noaffection, and my agent in Lord Chipino's householdindicates that the Xacatecas' First Adviser raised the possibilityof alliance with the Acoma. Others in his council arestill opposed; they say you have shown the best you have,and wait for you to fall. But Chipino of the Xacatecas listenswithout making final judgment.'
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Mara raised her eyebrows, surprised. The Xacatecas wereone of the Five Families. Her victory over Jingu had indeedraised regard for her name, if Chipino's advisers woulddebate a possible alliance that would be a virtual declarationof war on the Minwanabi. Even the Shinzawai had skirtedthe question of open ties, content for the moment to keep afriendly but neutral position.

 

'But the Xacatecas can wait,' said Arakasi. 'Desio will notformulate policy on his own, but come to depend onadvisers and relations. Power and leadership will be spreadover several men, making a clear-cut picture very difficultfor my agents to gather. This will make our predictionsunreliable where broad policy is concerned, and certaintyimpossible when it comes to assessing the Minwanabi'simmediate plans.'

 

Mara watched an insect advance across the fruit dish,sampling each variety. So would Desio surround himselfwith ambitious and power-hungry individuals, and thoughtheir desires might differ, all could be depended upon towish the Acoma downfall. Perhaps ominously, the insectsettled on one slice of jomach, where several of its fellowsjoined it. 'We are fortunate that Tasaio is away in the warsupon Midkemia,' the Lady mused.

 

Arakasi leaned forward. 'Fortunate no longer, mistress.The man who arranged the murder of your father andbrother is returning through the rift at this very day. Desiohas called a great gathering of relations and supporters forthe week following next. He will take oaths of fealty, andmore. He has paid in metal for the erection of a prayer gateto the Red God.'

 

Now Mara went very still. 'Tasaio is dangerous.'

'Ambitious as well,' added Arakasi. 'Desio might be ruledby his passions, but his cousin's only interests are war andpower. With Desio firmly upon the Minwanabi throne,Tasaio will advance his own cause for command overimperial troops and will serve Desio faithfully - albeit withan occasional silent wish for Desio to choke on a jigabirdbone, I wager. Tasaio may try a military solution to hisuncle's fall from power. A smashing victory over HouseAcoma, with some damage to other great houses as well,and Desio will stand next to the Warlord in power in thecouncil.' ~

 

Mara considered this. Jingu's death had caused theMinwanabi to lose honour, allies, and political strength, buttheir garrisons and capability for warcraft were still undiminished.Acoma forces were well on their way to

recovery since the destruction that had accompanied the fallof her father and brother. But too much relied on the cho-jaguards. At present, the insectoids would act only on Acomalands, a deadly and reliable defensive army, but useless foroffensive strategy. In war or conflict beyond the estateborders, the Acoma could not match the military mightpresently commanded by Desio.

 

'We must know what they plan,' she said tensely. 'Canyour agents penetrate this Minwanabi gathering and reportwhat Desio's advisers whisper in his ear?'

 

Arakasi returned a bitter smile. 'Lady, do not overestimateany spy's abilities. Remember that the man whoreports was very close to Jingu. That servant still commandsthe same post, but as the son begins to exercise his powers,we have no guarantee he will remain there. Of course, I havebegun to groom a replacement should things go amiss, butremember that the agent we place must be tailored toDesio's tastes. He will not be able to rise in the young Lord'sconfidence for a few years at best.'

 

Mara anticipated Arakasi's next thought. 'And Tasaio isthe greater danger.'

 

The Spy Master returned a slight bow. 'Lady, be sure thatI will do all that is possible to compile an accurate report ofwhat transpires at Desio's gathering. Should the young Lord
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remain as stupid as I think he is, Tasaio will be but one voiceamong many. If he shows an unexpected flash of intelligenceand assigns the campaign against us to Tasaio, we aredoubly endangered.' He set aside a barely nibbled piece ofbread. 'Worrying about what may occur has limited benefit.Have your factors and servants listen in the markets forgossip and news. Knowledge is power, remember thatalways. On this will the Acoma come to triumph.'

Smoothly Arakasi arose, and Mara waved him permissionto withdraw. As he slipped unobtrusively from herpresence, she noticed with a chill that this was the first timeshe had ever known him to leave food when he was hungry.The room seemed suddenly too silent, oppressive with herown doubt. The image of Tasaio returning reawakened thedesperate sense of helplessness she had known when she hadlearned of the deaths of her family. Unwilling to dwell uponthe blackness of the past, Mara clapped for her servants.

'Bring me my son,' she commanded. Though she knewAyaki would be soundly asleep, she had a sudden yearningfor his noise, his mischief, and the warm weight of his small,muscular body in her arms.
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3

Changes

 

The child turned over. ,

 

Ayaki sprawled upon the cushions, asleep. Boisterous fora short time, he had finally succumbed to exhaustion. Marastroked his black hair away from his forehead, filled withlove for her son.

 

Although the boy had his father's stocky build, he hadinherited quickness from her family. In his second year, heshowed remarkable coordination, a fast tongue that drovethe servants to distraction, and continually bruised knees.His smile had won the hearts of even the most hardenedwarriors who served on the Acoma estates.

 

you will be a fine fighter, and a greater player of thegame,' Mare mused softly. But now the boy's toughness andquick wit had one opponent he could not overcome, hisneed for an afternoon nap. Though he was the light ofMara's life, these brief interludes were welcome, for whenawake Ayaki required three nurses to keep him occupied.

Mara tucked her son's robe about him and straightenedhis outflung limbs. She settled back upon her cushions inthought. Many recently planted seeds must bear fruitbefore Ayaki came of age. When that day dawned, herfather's old enemies the Anasati would end the alliancebegun for the sake of the boy. What goodwill Mara hadsecured through giving birth to the first grandson of LordTecuma of the Anasati would end, and the debt incurredby Buntokapi's premature death would be exacted. Thenmust the Acoma be unassailably strong, to weather thechange in rule as Mara turned over control of her house toan inexperienced son. The Minwanabi menace must be
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fully eliminated before another powerful enemy challengeda young Lord.

 

Mara considered the years ahead, while afternoon sunlightstriped the drapes and slaves returned to trim the akasi. Thegardening around the walkways occurred often enough thatshe had become indifferent to the clack of shears. Except fortoday, when that normal household sound was repeatedlyinterrupted by sharp commands from the overseer and thefrequent slap of the short leather quirt he carried. Normallythe lash was ceremonial, a symbolic badge of rank carried onthe belt - Tsurani slaves seldom required beating. But theslaves from Midkemia were indifferent to their overseer'sdispleasure. Their respect for their betters was nonexistent,and whippings shamed them not at all.

 

Tsurani slaves found the Midkemians as enigmatic asMara did. Raised in the knowledge that their humbledevotion to work was their only hope of earning a higherplace upon the Wheel that bound the departed to rebirthand-life, they worked tirelessly. To be beaten for laziness, orto disobey their lawful masters in any way, was to earn thepermanent disfavour of the gods, for below slave was onlyanimal. And once returned from the Wheel of Life in a lowerform, they would find salvation from the countless rebirthsin pain and deprivation impossible.

 

Disturbed from contemplation by a heated argument,Mara realized with annoyance that the barbarians still hadnot learned proper manners. The only change in them sincethe slave auction seemed to be the increased number of lashwelts on their backs and a marked improvement in thecommand of their masters' language.

 

'The gods' will? That's hogwash!' boomed one in heavilyaccented Tsurani. For a brief moment, Mara wonderedwhat 'hogwash' means. Then the barbarian voice resumed.'I call it plain stupidity. You want work from these men,you'll take my suggestion, and thank me for it.'
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The overseer had no ready reply for slaves who talkedback at him. Such things did not arise in Tsurani culture,and he had no means of coping except to slap the offenderwith his quirt and swear in an embarrassing display oftemper.

 

This had no effect. Disrupted utterly from her thoughts,Mara heard sounds of a scuffle, and then words ofunmistakable rage.

 

'Strike me again with that, little man, and I'll drop youhead first into that pile of six-legger's dung on the other sideof that fence.'

 

'Put me down, slave!' screeched the overseer. He soundedgenuinely frightened, and since the situation had plainlygot out of hand, Mara arose to intervene. Whatever'hogwash' might be, it wasn't something that indicatedproper deference to authority.

 

She crossed the study, whipped the drapes back, andfound herself looking up across an impressively muscledexpanse of shoulder and arm. The redheaded Midkemianwho had been at the root of the commotion at the auctionhad a fist twined in the overseer's robe, lifting him into theair, his feet kicking above the ground. When he saw hismistress, the overseer's eyes rolled back in his head, and hislips moved in prayer to Kelesha, goddess of mercy.

The barbarian simply looked down at the diminutive ladyin the doorway, his expression bland but his eyes as blue andhard as the sword metal that abounded on the Midkemianside of the rift.

 

Mara felt her own anger rise at that openly rebelliousstare. She curbed her temper and spoke evenly. 'If you valuelife, slave, let him go now!'

 

The redhead recognized authority in her dark eyes. Still,he was insolent. He considered her command an instant;then a wicked grin spread across his face and he opened hisfist. The overseer dropped without warning, buckled at the
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knees, and landed on his seat in the middle of Mara'sfavourite flower bed.

 

The grin sparked Mara's anger. 'You lack any hint ofhumility, slave, and that is a dangerous thing!'

The redhead stopped smiling, but his eyes remained uponhis mistress with an interest that now had more to do withher thin robe than any respect for her words.

 

Mara was not too angry to notice. Suddenly made to feelundressed by the barbarian's frank appraisal, she felt heranger mount. She might have ordered the redhead'simmediate death as an example to the others, except thatArakasi's earlier expression of interest in the barbariansmade her pause. None of the Midkemians behaved in anappropriate way, and unless she could learn the reasonwhy, the only expedient that could end the problem was toslaughter her purchases out of hand. Still, an object lessonwas required. Turning to a nearby pair of guards, she said,'Take this slave out of sight and beat him. Do not let himdie, but make him wish to. If he resists, then kill him.'

Instantly two swords appeared, and, with clear intent tobrook no resistance, the guards led the outworlder away. Ashe moved down the path, the imminent prospect of abeating seemed to have no effect on his self-importantposture. The barbarian's lack of fear at his coming ordealserved only to irritate Mara more, for it was the one thingabout the man that was Tsurani-like and admirable. ThenMara caught herself: about the man? What could she bethinking of? He was only a slave.

 

Jican chose that moment to make an appearance. Hispolite knock on the doorframe broke through Mara's angrycontemplation.

 

She whirled and snapped across the room, 'What!'

The sight of her hadonra jumping back in fright made herfeel foolish She motioned for her overseer to remove
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himself from the flower bed, then retired to her cushions,where Ayaki still lay asleep:

 

Jican stepped into the room from the hallway. 'Mistress?'he inquired meekly.

 

With a wave at her hadonra, Mara said, 'I am about tolearn why Elzeki here must argue with slaves.'

The overseer stepped through the outer door, flushingvisibly at his mistress's disapproval. Elzeki was little betterthan a slave himself, an untrained servant given the office ofmanaging workers about the estate. And authority given tohim could be taken away. He prostrated himself upon thewaxed wood floor and protested hotly in his own defence.'Mistress, these barbarians have no sense of order. They arewithout wai.' He used the ancient Tsurani word meaning'centre of being'- the soul that defined one's place in theuniverse. 'They complain, they malinger, they argue, theymake jokes . . .' Frustrated to the point of tears, he finishedin an angry rush. 'The redheaded one is the worst. He acts asif he were a noble.'

 

Mara's eyes widened. 'A noble?'

 

Elzeki straightened from his obeisance and glanced inappeal at the hadonra. Jican still winced at the poor choiceof words. With no support forthcoming from the hadonra,Elzeki prostrated himself again, his forehead pressed to thefloor. 'Please, mistress! I meant no disrespect!'

Mara waved away the apology. 'No. That is understood.What did you mean?'

 

Peeking up, he saw that his mistress's anger had changedto interest. 'The other barbarians defer to him, my Lady.Maybe this redhead was an officer too cowardly to die. Hemight have lied. These barbarians mix truth and untruthwithout distinction, I sometimes think. Their ways arestrange. They confuse me.'

 

Mara frowned, thinking that if the redhead werecowardly, or frightened of pain, he would not have shown
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such nerveless composure at the prospect of a beating by herguards.

 

'What were you and he arguing about?' Jican demanded.

Elzeki, the overseer, seemed to shrivel, as if to review theevents leading up to his shameful embarrassment were torelive them. 'Many things, honourable hadonra. Thebarbarian speaks with such a savage accent, he is difficult tounderstand.' Through the screen beyond the drapes camethe sound of a distant thud, followed by a pained grunt.Mara's orders for punishment were plainly being carriedout by the guards. Since his own hide might be whipped overthe barbarians' disobedience, the overseer began visibly tosweat.

 

Mara motioned for the screen door to be closed, lest shebe further disturbed. As a house servant rushed to do herbidding, she saw that the remaining barbarians weregathered on the walkway, their shears idle in their hands,regarding their mistress with open hostility and resentment.Stifling outrage at such blatant disrespect, Mara snapped atthe overseer. 'Then tell us just one thing that red-hairedbarbarian dared to feel important enough to argue about.'

Elzeki shifted his weight. 'The redhead asked to move oneof the men inside.'

 

Jican glanced at his mistress, who nodded permission forhim to cross-question. 'What reason did he give?'

'Some nonsense about our sun being hotter than the sunon their own world, and this other man being stricken by theheat.'

 

Mara said, 'What else?'

 

Elzeki glanced at his feet, like a boy caught sneakingsweets from the kitchen. 'He also complained that some ofthe slaves needed more water than we were giving them,because of the heat.'

 

Mara said,'And?'

 

'He gave excuses for laziness. Rather than work hard, he
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objected that a few of the men who were set to tend theflowers knew nothing of plants upon their own world, letalone ours, and that to punish them for working slowly wasfoolish.'

 

Jican sat back, astonished. 'These sound like excellentsuggestions to me, my Lady.'

 

Mara expelled a long-suffering sigh. 'It seems that I actedtoo hastily,' she said ruefully. 'Elzeki, go and put a stop tothe beating. Tell my guards to have the redheaded slavecleaned up and brought to me here in my study.'

As the overseer hurried obsequiously away, Mararegarded her hadonra. 'Jican, it would seem that I orderedpunishment for the wrong man.'

 

'Elzeki has never had much perception,' Jican agreed.Silently he wondered why that admission seemed to causehis Lady distress.

 

'We'll have to remove him from office,'Mara summed up.'Slaves are much too valuable to be mismanaged by fools.'She appealed at last to her hadonra. 'I'll have you break thenews to Elzeki, and then trust you to appoint his replacement.'

'

Your will, my Lady.' Jican bowed low and departed. Ashe passed through the screen to the corridor, Mara strokedAyaki's cheek. She then called for her maid to remove him tohis sleeping mat in the nursery. If she was to deal with thisredheaded barbarian personally, she wanted no otherdistractions. That thought made her smile, as the maid liftedher stocky son and he murmured angry protest in his sleep.Ayaki awake was as much of a disaster as the redhead, andwith a shake of her head, Mara sat back to await the arrival

of the guards with the barbarian offender who had singlehandedlymanaged to ruin her contemplation.

 

The guards stepped in soon after, the Midkemian betweenthem, his hair and loincloth drenched. Mara's request that
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he be cleaned up had been interpreted in the mostuncomplicated way possible: the guards had simplydropped him into a convenient needra trough. The beatingand subsequent soaking had dampened his spirit onlyslightly. The amusement in his eyes had changed to angerbarely held in check. His defiance disturbed Mara. Lujanhad often crossed the line of good manners with his playfulbanter, but never had a socially inferior man dared to lookat her in such an openly condemnatory fashion. Suddenlysorry she had not called for a more modest house robe,Mara nevertheless refused to summon her maid, lest shegrant significance to the stare of a barbarian slave. Ratherthan feel embarrassment before the outworlder, shematched his gaze with her own.

 

The guards were uncertain what to do with the wretchthey had half dragged into their Lady's presence. Stillgripping the huge man tightly, they offered ineffectualbows. The more senior of the warriors broke the silencewith ill-concealed diffidence. 'Lady, what is your wish? Abarbarian in your presence would perhaps be more seemlyon his knees.'

 

Mara noticed the guards as if for the first time, and thewater pooling on her waxed floor. There was blood mixedin the puddles.

 

'Let him stand, if he wishes.' She clapped for her servants,and sent the first one to answer off at a run to fetch towels.

The house slave reappeared with a pile of scented bathtowels. He entered the study, bowed, and only belatedlyrealized that his Lady's request had been made on behalf ofthe scruffy barbarian who stood pinioned in the hands of theguards.

 

'Well,' snapped Mara, at her servant's hesitation, 'dry thebrute off before he ruins the floor.'

 

'Your will, Mistress,' the slave murmured from a positionof prostration. He arose and began to daub the reddened
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skin between the barbarian's shoulder blades, this being thehighest place he could reach.

 

Mara assessed the huge slave in a relatively calm moment,then came to a decision. 'Leave us,' she commanded herguards. They released the barbarian, bowed, and let themselvesout through the screen to the corridor.

 

The barbarian rubbed his wrists where the guards' griphad restricted circulation. The slave attempting to dry himseemed an irritation, and after a glance at Mara, theoutworlder reached out, took a clean towel from the pile,and finished the task himself. His hair stood up in spikeswhen he finished, and the slave looked in dismay at the pileof blood-soiled, damp towels heaped about the barbarian'sfeet.

 

'Give those to my washing maids,' Mara said. Shemotioned for the redhead to select a cushion and be seated.

Mara studied the barbarian's face; the gaze he returnedwas as penetrating as her own. Suddenly she felt out of herdepth. Something about this man disturbed her. The reasonstruck her: she still considered him a man! Slaves werelivestock, not people. Why did this one cause her to feel . . .uncertain? Her practice in the role of Ruling Lady allowedher to assume the mask of command. She felt challenged todiscover why this barbarian made her forget his station. Sheforced her voice to calm. 'I was hasty, perhaps.' As the houseslave scooped up the towels and-hastened away, she added,'It would appear, upon examination of the matter, that Iordered you beaten unfairly.'

 

Taken aback, but covering it well, the redhead selected acushion and gingerly sat down. The scar left on his cheek bythe overseer at the slave market did not detract from hisappearance; rather, the flaw gave heightened contrast to hishandsome features, and his heavy beard was a novelty notseen in Tsurani freemen, who shaved as a matter oftradition.
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'Slave,' commanded Mara, 'I wish to know more of theland you come from.'

 

'I have a name,' said the redhead in his deep-throatedvoice, which now was bristling with antagonism. 'I amKevin, from the City of Zun.'

 

Mara replied with irritation, 'You might have beencounted human once, upon your world, but now you are aslave. A slave has no honour, nor does he have a spirit in theeyes of the gods. This you must have known, Kevin of Zun.'She spoke the name with sarcasm. 'You chose your lot,chose to forfeit honour. If not, you should have died beforean enemy took you captive.' She paused as another thoughtoccurred to her. 'Or were you vassal to another morepowerful house, whose Lord refused you permission to takeyour own life?'

 

Kevin raised his brows, momentarily baffled by confusion. 'What? I'm not sure what you mean.'

 

Mara repeated herself in terms a child would understand.'Did your house swear vassalage to another?'

 

Kevin straightened his back, winced, and raked a handthrough his damp beard. 'Zun swore allegiance to the HighKing in Rillanon, of course.'

 

The Lady nodded as if all were explained. 'Then you wereforbidden permission by this King to fall upon your sword.Yes?'

 

Thoroughly mystified, Kevin shook his head. 'Fall on mysword? Why? I might be a third son of a minor nob - er,family, but I don't need my King's permission to sanctionwhat seems an act of total idiocy.'

 

Now Mara blinked in surprise. 'Have your people nohonour? If the choice was yours, why allow yourself to betaken captive into slavery?'

 

Careful of his welts, which were swelling uncomfortably,Kevin regarded this diminutive woman who through misfortunehad come to be his mistress. Forcing a smile, he said,'Trust me, lady, I had no option, otherwise I wouldn't beenjoying your . . . hospitality now. Had I a choice, I'd be athome with my family.'

 

Mara shook her head slightly. This was not the answershe sought. 'We may be having difficulty because of yourbarbaric use of the Tsurani tongue. Let me ask a differentway: when you were taken captive, were you not spared amoment by fate in which you could have taken your own liferather than face capture?'

 

Kevin paused, as if weighing the question. 'I suppose so,but why would I think about killing myself?'

 

Without thought, Mara blurted, 'For honour!'

 

Kevin laughed bitterly. 'What good is honour to a deadman ?'

 

Mara blinked, as if struck by harsh lights in a dark room.'Honour is . . . everything,' Mara said, not believing anyonecould ask that question. 'It is what makes living endurable. Itgives purpose to . . . everything. What else is there to live for?'

Kevin threw up his hands in exasperation. 'Why, to enjoylife! To know the company of friends, to serve men youadmire. In this case, to escape and go home again, whatelse?'

 

'escape!' thoroughly shocked, and unable to conceal thefact, Mara forced her mind to regroup. These people werenot Tsurani, she reminded herself; the codes of behaviourthat bound slaves to service on her world were not shared by

the folk beyond the rift. The Lady of the Acoma went on towonder whether others of her culture might have discoveredhow different the Midkemians were from themselves.Hokanu of the Shinzawai sprang to mind. Mara made amental note to pry loose information on Lord Kamatsu'sinterest in the barbarians during the son's forthcoming visit.Next she considered whether this Kevin of Zun might holdstrange knowledge or ideas that might prove helpful againsther enemies.
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You must tell me more of the lands beyond the rift,' shedemanded abruptly.

 

Pained by more than cuts and bruises, Kevin sighed. 'Youare a woman of many contradictions,' he said with somecare. 'You order me beaten, dipped in a livestock troughand then dried with what must be your finest towels. Nowyou want speeches without so much as a drink to wet mythroat first.'

 

'Your comforts, or lack of them, are beyond your right toquestion,' said Mara acidly. 'You happen to be bleeding ona cushion that cost much more than your worth on the openmarket, so be careful how you speak of my consideration.'

Kevin raised his brows in reproof. He intended to saymore, but at that moment someone outside chose to scratchon the screen to the Lady's private study.

 

Since no Tsurani would signal his mistress for attentionwith anything but a polite knock, Mara did not immediatelyrespond. Whoever waited without seemed entirely unfazedby this fact. The wooden frame slid on its oiled track, andthe bald-headed slave who had abetted the clothing scam atthe slave auction poked his face inside. 'Kevin?' he saidquietly, oblivious to the fact that he trespassed upon nobilitywithout spoken leave or invitation. 'You all right, old son?'

Mara gaped as the redhead returned a reassuring grin.The bald-headed man smiled at Mara, then withdrewwithout further ado. Mara sat speechless for a longmoment. In all the memory of her ancestors, she had neverknown a slave with the effrontery to admit himself to hisruling master's chambers without any summons, to hold apersonal conversation with another slave, then withdrawwithout leave, making only the most perfunctory attempt atacknowledging his rightful mistress. Mara curbed her firstimpulse to call for punishment, now being totally convincedof the need to understand more of these barbarians.

She sent her runner to find another overseer to manage thebarbarians and set them to cutting akasi, as they shouldhave been doing all along. Then Mara returned her attentionto Kevin.

 

'Tell me how servants treat their mistresses in the landswhere you were bore,' she demanded.

 

The barbarian returned a provocative smile. His eyeswandered boldly over Mara's body, which was covered onlyby an almost transparent silk robe. 'To begin with,' he saidbrightly, 'any lady who wore what you do in front of herservants would be begging to get herself . . .' He struggledfor a word, then said, 'In my language it's not a polite term. Idon't know how you folks feel about it, but given you'reshowing me all you've got without a thought, you obviouslydon't consider such things.'

 

'What are you talking about?' Mara snapped, at the edgeof her patience.

 

'Why. . .' He touched himself upon his dirty loincloth,then made an upward gesture with his extended forefinger.'What men and woman do, to make babies.' He pointed inthe general direction of her groin.

 

Mara's eyes widened. She might be having difficultythinking of this barbarian as a slave, but obviously he hadno difficulty thinking of her as a woman. Softly, in tones thatcould only be called dangerous, she said, 'To suggest such athing, even indirectly, could mean a slow and painful death,slave! The most shameful execution is hanging, but if we

wish the condemned to suffer, we hang them by the feet.Some men have been known to last two days that way. Witha pile of hot coals just below your head, it can be a mostunpleasant way to die.'

 

Aware of Mara's anger, Kevin hastily amended, 'Ofcourse? Zun has a much cooler climate than you areaccustomed to.' His phrases became broken as he searchedfor unfamiliar words, or substituted ones in his own tonguewhen his knowledge was incomplete. 'We have winters, and
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snow, and cold rains during other seasons. The ladies frommy lands must wear heavy skirts and animal skins forwarmth. Tends to make the uncovered female body something . . .something we don't see a lot.'

 

Mara's eyes flashed as she listened to the slave. 'Snow?'She sounded the barbarian's word awkwardly. 'Cold rains?'Then what he meant registered and she said,'Animal skins?Do you mean furs? Leather with the hair not scraped off?'asher anger lessened.

 

'Something like that,' Kevin said.

 

'How strange.' Mara considered this like a child presentedwith wonders. 'Such clothing must be uncomfortably heavy,not to mention being difficult for slaves to wash.'

Kevin laughed. 'You don't wash furs if you don't wantthem ruined. You beat the dust from them and set them inthe sun to air.' Since her features again clouded over at hisamusement over her ignorance, he quickly added, 'We haveno slaves at Zun.'As he said this, his mood turned darkerand more subdued. His shoulders stung yet from hisbeating, and despite the padding of the cushion, he achedeven from sitting. 'The Keshians keep slaves, but Kingdomlaw severely limits such practices.'

 

Which explained much of the unmanageability of theMidkemians, Mara concluded. 'Who does your menialwork, then?'

 

'Freemen, Lady. We have servants, serfs, and franklinswho owe allegiance to their Lords. Townsmen, merchants,guildsmen as well.'

 

Unsatisfied with such a brief explanation, Mara pliedKevin for details. She sat motionless as he described thestructure of Kingdom governance in depth. Long shadowsstriped the screens by the time her interest flagged. Kevin'svoice by then sounded worn and hoarse. Thirsty herself,Mara sent for cool fruit drinks. When she had been served,she motioned for Kevin's comforts to be looked after.

66

 

Mara asked then about metalworking, an art her peopleknew little of, since such substances were rare in Kelewan.That Midkemian peasants owned iron, brass, and copperseemed inconceivable to her. Kevin's assertion thatoccasionally they possessed silver and gold was beyondcredibility. Her astonishment at such wonders made herforget the differences between them. Kevin responded bysmiling more. His easy manner awakened a hunger she hadnever allowed herself to explore. Mara found her eyeswandering over the lines of his body, or following thegestures of his strong, fine hands as he sought to explainthings for which he lacked words. He spoke of smiths whofashioned iron and shaped the hard, crescent shoes thatwere nailed to the hooves of the beasts their warriors rode.Quite naturally the discussion turned into a lively talk overtactics, and the mutual discovery that the Midkemiansfound the cho-ja as terrifying an adversary as the Tsuranifound mounted horsemen.

 

'You have much to teach,' Mara said at last, a flush ofpleasure showing through her fine complexion. Thatmoment Nacoya knocked upon the door, to remind her ofher afternoon meeting with her councillors.

 

Mara straightened, startled to realize that most of the dayhad fled. She regarded the deepening shadows, the plates offruit rinds and the emptied pitchers and glasses strewn onthe table between herself and the slave. Sorry that thediscussion between them must end, she waved for herpersonal servant. 'You will take this barbarian and see to hiscomforts. Let him bathe and apply unguents to his wounds.Then find him a robe, and have him await me in my personalquarters, for I wish to speak further with him when mybusiness is concluded.'

 

The slave bowed, then motioned for Kevin to follow. Thebarbarian unfolded his long legs and arose stiffly to his feet.He winced, then saw that the Lady still watched him. He
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returned a wry smile and, with no humbleness whatsoever,blew a kiss in her direction before he started after theservant.

 

Nacoya watched his parting gesture with narrowed eyes,a frown on her leathery face. Her mistress exhibited moreamazement than outrage at such familiarity. Suddenly Marahid a smile behind her hand, seemingly unable to containherself. Nacoya's displeasure deepened into suspicion. 'MyLady, have a care. A wise ruler does not reveal her heart to aslave.'

 

'That man?' Mara stiffened, surprised into a blush. 'He isa barbarian. I am fascinated by his alien people, nothingmore.' Then she sighed. 'His blown kiss was a gesture Lanoused to make when we were little,' she explained, referringto the dead brother she used to idolize as a child.'Remember?'

 

Nacoya had raised Mara from infancy and the memory ofLanokota's gesture did not worry the old nurse. Whattroubled Nacoya was the reaction she saw in her mistress.

Mara straightened her robe carefully over her thighs.'Nacoya, you know I have no wish for a men.' She stoppedsmoothing her silken hem, and her hands tightened intofists. 'I know some ladies keep handsome men as litterbearers, so that more . . . personal needs can be satisfied atwhim, but I am . . . uninterested in such diversion.' even toherself, Mara sounded unconvincing.

 

Irritated by the urge to discuss what should have neededno denial, Mara closed the topic with an imperious gesture.'Now, send for servants to remove these plates and cups. Iwill see my advisers, and Arakasi will relate his report onLord Desio of the Minwanabi.'

 

Nacoya bowed, but as a house servant arrived and beganclearing the table for the meeting, the old First Adviserwatched closely. A wistful smile came and went on Mara'slips. Shrewdly intuitive, Nacoya knew Mara did not
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contemplate the coming meeting, but, rather, the bronzedand redhaired barbarian who had whiled away an entireafternoon with talk. The sparkle in Mara's eyes, and thehalf-excited, half-frightened clenching of hands betrayedthe Lady. Fears of pain and humiliation - memories of abrutal and insensitive husband - warred with new desire.Nacoya might be old, but she remembered youngerpassions; twenty years ago she might have given seriousthought to having the slave brought to her own sleepingroom. Aware of Kevin's attractions, and foreseeing trouble,the former nurse sighed silently. Mara had proved herself aclever player of the Game of the Council; but she had yet tounderstand the most basic things about relations between aman and a woman. Already under siege, she lacked instinctto know an attack from that quarter was even possible.

Fighting tears of concern, the former nurse composedherself for the forthcoming meeting. If Mara was to have herworld turned over by an unexpected passion, she hadchosen the worst possible time to have it happen.
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4

 

vows

 

Horns sounded.

 

A thunder of drums joined in as the assembled crowdknelt, bowed, then sat back upon their heels in the ancientTsurani position of attention. Arranged according to rank,but clothed in no other finery than white robes tied with anorange-and-black sash, they awaited the arrival of the newLord of the Minwanabi.

 

The Minwanabi great hall was unique in all the Empire;some ancient Lord had employed a genius for an architect,an artist of unsurpassed brilliance. No visitor to the house ofDesio's ancestors could fail to be awed by the engineering,which couched a supreme comfort within what amountedto a fortress.

 

The hillside chosen for the estate house had been hollowedout, the upper third pierced with arches that were leftopen to the sky, admitting light and air. Screens designed toprotect against inclement weather were presently drawnback, and the entire hall lay awash in noonday sunlight. Thelower portion of the hall was cut into the mountain. Itscentral chamber measured a full three hundred paces fromthe single entrance across a richly patterned floor to the dais.There, upon a throne of carved agate, Desio would receivefealty offered by the retainers and vassals summoned to dohim homage.

 

Minwanabi guards in ceremonial armour stood at attention,their black lacquered helms and officers' orangeplumes a smart double line in the gallery overlooking themain floor. The musicians by the entry completed theirfanfare, then lowered their horns and drums. Silence fell.
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A piercing note cut the air. A door slid open to one side,and a priest of Turakamu, the Red God of Death, spun onlight feet into the hall. The bone whistle between his lips wasa relic preserved from the ancient days. A feathered cape fellto elbow length, and his nude body was painted red uponblack, so he looked like a blood-drenched skeleton as hedanced in praise of his divine master. He wore his hairslicked to his scalp with heavy grease, the ends plaited in twobraids tied with cords from which dangled bleached infantskulls.

 

The priest circled three times around the dais, joined byfour acolytes, each in red robe and skull mask. Theirappearance caused a stir through the assembly. Many in thehall made surreptitious gestures to ward off ill luck, for toencounter the Death God's minions was unpleasant at thebest of times. The whistles shrilled, and the skulls clacked intime to the head priest's step. His dance grew faster, and theacolytes initiated a series of gyrations and leaps thatdescribed the throes of human suffering, the Death God'sultimate power, and the punishment meted out to mortalswho displeased him.

 

Now a muttering disturbed the hall as Desio's guestsasked in whispers why Red Priests should be chosen toinvoke a blood ritual at this gathering. Normally the priestsof Chochocan, the Good God, or in rare cases the priests ofJuran the Just would be asked to bless a new Lord's reign,but a Death Priest was a rare and unsettling presence.

The dancers spun to a standstill and the whistles ceased.The chief priest advanced on soundless feet and mountedthe dais. He removed a scarlet dagger from a pocket insidehis cape and, with a high, keening yell, severed his left braid.This he hung upon the corresponding arm of the new Lord'sthrone. Then he touched his forehead to the chairback, andcut his right braid. The tiny skull at the end clickedominously against agate carvings. When this talisman had
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been.affixed to the right arm of the great chair, none presentwere left in doubt. The Red God's priests did not cut theirhair except in expectation of great sacrifice to their divinemaster. Desio of the Minwanabi was pledging his house toviolent undertakings.

 

Uneasy quiet reigned as Desio's honour guard made theirentrance. The customary twelve warriors were led by ForceCommander Irrilandi and First Adviser Incomo. Last camethe new Lord, resplendent in a plumed overrobe of orangetrimmed in black, his dark hair tied back.

 

Incomo reached the dais, turned, and sank to his knees athis master's right hand. He watched critically as his Lordcompleted the steps to his seat of power. Desio was holdingup well, despite the heat and the unaccustomed weight ofthe armour beneath his finery. As a boy, Jingu's heir hadlacked any skill at warcraft. His efforts in the practice yardhad earned only silent scorn from his instructors. When oldenough for active service, he had marched with a few patrolsin safe areas, but when the officers in command had politelycomplained about his ineptness, the boy had gratefullybecome a permanent fixture in his father's court. Desioinherited the worst attributes of his sire and grandsire,Incomo judged. It would be a miracle for the Minwanabi toprosper under his rule, even should the Acoma pose nothreat.

 

Studying the assembled crowd, Incomo's attention wascaught by a striking figure in the first row of guests. Tasaiowore Minwanabi armour like a warrior born. He was'perhaps the most able family member in three generations.Bored with the ceremony, Incomo considered what it wouldbe like to serve under a clever-minded ruler such as Tasaio.Then the First Adviser banished such fanciful thoughts. In amoment he would swear to obey Desio in all things.

The new Lord managed to seat himself upon his greatchair without mishap, for which Incomo was thankful.
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Clumsiness at this time would be inauspicious, an omen thatthe gods' disfavour had fallen upon the Minwanabi.Anxious sweat dampened the First Adviser's brow as heendured the time-honoured formalities before Desio aroseto speak. The young Lord of the Minwanabi began in avoice surprisingly strong in the silent hall.

 

'I welcome you,' Desio intoned,'my family, my allies, andfriends. Those who served my father are doubly welcome, foryour loyalty to him in the past and to myself in the future.'

Incomo drew a relieved breath, his immediate worriesassuaged. His young charge went pompously on to thankthe attending priests; then he waved his florid hands as hiswords became more passionate. Convinced of his ownimportance, Desio called attention to his more prominentguests. Incomo was trying to look attentive, but his mindbecame increasingly preoccupied: What move would theLady of the Acoma make next?

 

How had a girl turned Jingu's plans for her murder to herown ends? As many times as Incomo reviewed the events ofthat cursed day, he could not determine what had reversedthings to bring about such a tragic pass.

 

One thing he knew: the Minwanabi had relied too heavilyupon a hired courtesan as agent. She had a reputation asthoroughly professional, yet at the last she had failed tocarry out her duty. The result had cost the beautiful womanher life. Incomo vowed never again to depend upon one notsworn to Minwanabi service. And what of the part playedby the Strike Leader Shimizu, one who was oath-bound toservice? His assault upon Mara's bodyguard had gone asplanned, but the following night a simple 'accident' thatshould have ended the Acoma line turned into a debacle.

Desio announced another honoured guest come to seehim take his office. Incomo glanced in that Lord's direction,attempting not to look bored. His thoughts returned againto that terrible day.
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Incomo repressed a shiver as he remembered the horrorupon Lord Jingu's face as the Warlord's magician companionhad employed magic to prove the misfortunate

treachery of courtesan and Strike Leader against Mara.Shamed before the eyes of guests, Jingu had been forced tomake amends on behalf of his house in the only appropriateway. In all history, no Minwanabi Lord had ever beenrequired to preserve family honour by suicide. Incomo stillawoke in a cold sweat each night as he dreamed of themoment Jingu had seized bravery and thrown himself uponhis family sword.

 

Incomo remembered little after that; the march back tothe estate house, his Lord upon the funeral bier, with hisarmour polished and shining, and his hands crossed uponhis sword, were vague images. Instead the First Adviser wastormented by the moment of death: his Lord sprawled uponthe ground, life's blood and entrails spilling out of hisstomach, his vacant eyes filming over like those of a fishdying upon the docks. The priest of Turakamu had quicklybound Jingu's hands with the ritual red cord and hidden hisface with a scarlet cloth. But the memory remained,indelibly. The reign of a great and powerful master hadended with terrifying swiftness.

 

A movement reawakened Incomo to the present. Henodded in greeting to another ruler come to pay homage toDesio. Then the Minwanabi First Adviser took a deepbreath and collected himself. He had managed the householdthrough Desio's days of dissipation with what seemedunassailable calm. But behind his emotionless, correctbearing, Incomo battled with terror. For the first time in along life of playing the Game of the Council, he knewparalysing fear of another ruler.

 

His only defence against this dread was an anger fuelledby the image of Mara and her retinue crossing the lake.Dozens of other lords had departed with her, their coloured
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craft flocked together like waterfowl in mating plumage.Among that flotilla had been the massive white-and-goldbarge of the Warlord. Almecho had moved his celebrationfrom Jingu's estate to the lands of the Acoma, as telling asign of the Minwanabi fall from grace as any single thingcould be.

 

That moment a shadow crossed Incomo's face, ending hisinterval of reflection. A lean, graceful warrior mounted thedais to kneel at the feet of the new Lord. Tasaio, son ofJingu's late brother, bowed low and presented himself to hisrightful master. Tasaio's auburn hair was tucked back intoan elegant jade pin. His profile was slightly aquiline, and hisbearing was impeccably correct; hands, scarred lightly frompast battles, possessed the beauty of strength honed to anedge of perfection. He was the image of a humble warrior,sworn to serve his master, but nothing could hide theburning intensity in his eyes. He smiled up at his cousin andgave his pledge. 'My Lord, this I swear, upon the spirits ofour common ancestors, even to the beginning of time, andupon the natami wherein resides the Minwanabi spirit: toyou I pledge honour in all things. My life and death areyours.'

 

Desio brightened as the most able rival to his place asruler bowed to tradition. Incomo put away his futile wishthat the cousins' roles had been reversed; had it been Desiobending knee before Tasaio, then would the Acoma havetrembled. Instead, irrevocably, the cleverer, stronger manbound his fate to the weaker. Incomo found his handsclenched to fists, his nails gouging into his palms.

Something still nagged at him from the night whenMinwanabi fortunes had soured. As Tasaio arose andmarched from the dais, the First Adviser considered a newthought. Mara had managed to discover the plot to end herlife - but no, Incomo corrected.himself, of course sheexpected the attack - yet somehow she had sensed the
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moment and the manner of the strike. Luck could notexplain such fortune. Coincidence on that scale was unlikelyto the point of impossibility. The Mad God of Chancewould have had to have been whispering in the Lady's earfor her to have simply guessed what Jingu and his courtesanagent had planned.

 

The last Minwanabi allies were filing by, completing theirassurances of friendship to Desio. The First Adviserregarded each expressionless face and concluded that theirprotestations were about as useful as weapons made fromspun sugar. At the first sign the Minwanabi were vulnerable,each Lord here would be seeking new alliances. Even Bruliof the Kehotara had refused to renew the vow of completevassalage his father had embraced with Jingu, leavingdoubts as to his reliability. Desio had barely hidden hisdistaste as Bruli mouthed a promise of friendship, thendeparted.

 

Incomo smiled mechanically at each passing noble as hereviewed his own concerns. He replayed the events of thepast again and again, until logic at the last yieldedthe answer. His conclusion was shocking, unthinkable: theAcoma must have a spy within the Minwanabi household!Jingu's plot had been carefully laid, inescapable withoutprivy information. Incomo found his pulse racing as heconsidered the ramifications.

 

The Game of the Council knew no respite. Always therewere attempts to infiltrate the rival houses. Incomo himselfhad several well-placed agents and had personally thwartedattempts to penetrate the Minwanabi household. But somewhere,all too obviously, he had missed one. The Acoma spymight be a servant, a family factor, a warrior wearing anofficer's plume, even a slave. Now enmeshed in thought totrace the culprit, Incomo viewed the ceremony withimpatience. Protocol demanded he remain at his post untilthe formalities closed.
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The last Lord made his appearance. Desio dragged throughan interminable speech of thanks. Incomo almost fidgetedwith restlessness. Then the priests of Turakamu resumed theircursed whistle blowing and another ritual dance. At last therecessional began, Desio's honour guard marching inmeasured steps out the portals from the great hall. Posted atDesio's shoulder, but a half pace behind, Incomo reviewedeach senior member of the household.

 

His quick mind narrowed down the possibilities,eliminating blood relations and those in service since earlychildhood. But even after these were put aside, the possibilitiesfor enemy agents were still vast. So many servantshad been acquired over the last three years that Incomofaced a daunting search. To dismiss these new staff membersin large numbers would be a clear admission of weakness.To use torture to discover which one might be the turncoatwould only alert the spy. He, or she, might then slip betweentheir fingers. No, far better to move with caution.

The procession continued through the tunnelled hallway.Outside, the late afternoon sun dipped behind the trees. Longshadows fell over the column as honour guard and guestsmarched in measured step to the place appointed for the nextpart of the ceremony. Benches had been laid in a circle in anatural amphitheatre formed by a fold in the hills. The guestsfound seats in silence, and looked down upon the expanse ofcleared ground in the centre. Four large holes had been dugthere, a pair flanking the main road. A company of soldiersand workers awaited in neat array beside a huge, newlyerected wooden frame bedecked with pulleys and ropes.

Incomo took his place on one of the central benches andstrove to focus on the proceedings. Unlike Desio's assumptionof office, this was no mere formality. To build a prayergate was to invoke the presence of a god and beg favour; toerect a monument to Turakamu, the Red God, was to riskdestruction should the act be looked upon with disfavour.
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The priest of Turakamu and his acolytes began dancingaround the four painted beams that awaited placement inthe waiting holes. They spun with mad energy, accompaniedby eerie yells and blasts on the sacred bone whistle.The head priest's naked flanks heaved with exertion, andsweat traced clean patches in his red and black ceremonialpaint. The bouncing of his flaccid genitals amused Incomo.The First Adviser scolded himself for his impiety. Ratherthan laugh and earn the Red God's displeasure, he avertedhis eyes slightly, out of respect for the holy performance.

Two groups of workers waited nearby in silence. Amongthem, out of place and oddly ill at ease, stood servants andtheir families. A girl of about seven cried and clung to hermother's hand. Incomo wondered if the spectacle of thepriest frightened her. The next moment, the head priestended one of his spins in a motionless crouch before the littlegirl's father. The acolytes screeched in unison. They sprangforward, caught the man by the shoulders in a ritual grip,and led him to the nearest of the holes. The bone whistleshrilled in the afternoon heat. The chosen man closed hiseyes and silently jumped down into the hole, which wasdeep, and wide.

 

Then the act was repeated with another man, whose wifehid her face in a most unseemly way. When the second holewas occupied, the priest gave a tortured shriek. Then heintoned, 'Oh Turakamu, who judge all men at the last,welcome to your service these two worthy spirits. They shallstand eternally vigilant over this, your monument. Lookupon their families with charity, and when their childrenpass at length through your hall, judge them kindly andreturn them to life with your blessing.'

 

Incomo heard the opening ritual with a rising unease.Human sacrifice was rare in the Empire, and while no longercommon, it was still a practice in the Red God's temple.Obviously, these two workers had volunteered to become
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sacrifices for the gate, in exchange for the hope theirchildren might return to their next life born to higherstation: warriors, or perhaps even lords. Incomo consideredthat a thin bargain at best. If a man was pious enough,should the gods not grant him favour, as temple aphorismstated ?

 

Yet only a fool would speak against an offering to the RedGod. Incomo watched in stony stillness as the volunteerswere tucked into their holes, knees under chin and handscrossed in semblance of eternal prayer. The priestsscreeched a paean to their divine master, then signalledwork crews to hoist the massive timbers that would supportthe arch of the gate. Ropes creaked under the strain as theworkers hoisted the first upright high; they chanted andswung the beam, and a scythe of shadow crossed the pit asthe end was jockeyed into position. Now the crowd ofMinwanabi supporters was frozen, awaiting the moment ofsacrifice. A foreman with a squint judged the positioncorrect; he signalled to the head priest, who touched hisbone whistle to his lips and blasted the quavering note thatwould summon the god.

 

As the call faded, and a hush claimed the gathering, twolesser priests raised a sacred axe of shining obsidian andslashed the ropes. The carved pole was released, thuddeddownward into the waiting hole, and crushed the firstservant like a bug. A spatter of blood sprayed up from theearth, and the sobbing child tore from her mother's hold andthrew herself against the post that had slain her father.'Bring him back! Bring him back!' she cried repeatedly asMinwanabi soldiers dragged her away.

 

Incomo knew the Red Priest counted this an inauspiciousstart. In an attempt to appease his god, the priest revised theritual from first-level sacrifice to second. He clicked his bonerattle with his fingernails, and his acolytes donnedceremonial masks. The second victim was dragged from his
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hole, confusion plain in his eyes. He had expected his end tobe the same as his predecessor's, but apparently this was notto be. :~

 

The first masked acolyte stepped forward with a bowl and]an obsidian knife. He said no word, but at a gesture from the:head priest, the men gripped the farmer spread-eagled over ~>the bowl. The acolyte raised his knife, chanting, and calledfor the god's favour He laid the blade first on one side of the ~<pinioned man's temple, and then the other, consecrating the sacrifice.The unfortunate farmer trembled under the touchof the stone knife; he flinched as its keen edge cut a symbolinto his forehead, and strove to endure without outcry as aslash from the priest opened his right wrist. ~

Blood pattered into the dust like obscene rain. Acolytesbecame spattered as they rushed to catch the drops in thebowl; and like a litany of the damned, the whistle of thepriest shrilled again. The second upright was hoisted. Theobsidian knife darted again and drank from another vein.Now the farmer whimpered. He felt his life draining away,but the end could not come quickly enough to deaden hisfear. He stumbled against the priests as they lifted him andlowered him head downward into the pit. The beam swungoverhead. The whistle wailed, entreating the god to granthis favour. The head priest signalled, hastening- theceremony, since, for the gift to be acceptable, the waitingsacrifice must not lose consciousness and die before time.Yet haste cancelled precision. As the ropes were slashed, oneacolyte hesitated, and the massive timber turned slightly asit fell. Its bole crashed against one lip of the hole; dirt androck cascaded downward, bringing an involuntary yelp ofterror from the victim. Then the full weight of the trunksheered down the sidewall. The timber crushed the legs andhips of the farmer but did not kill him outright. He screameduncontrollably in pain, and the ceremony became shambles.

In vain Desio shouted for workers to right the tilted trunk.
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Pale in his rings and finery, he threw himself face down onthe bloodied earth and begged the Red God's forbearance.The head priest advanced, his whistle silenced. Before all thewaiting company, he rattled his beads and bones andsolemnly announced his divine master's displeasure. Overthe wail of the maimed sacrifice he demanded to hear whatthe Lord of the Minwanabi would pledge to regain the RedGod's favour.

 

Behind the tableau of Lord and priest, slaves strained atropes, and the gate timber was slowly dragged upright. Thefarmer's screams changed pitch but did not stop. Workersrushed forward with baskets of earth and upended theminto the pit, and gradually the cries became muffled; no onedared end the farmer's agony. His life had been consecratedto the god, and to interfere would bring curse.

Sweating, his face smeared with dust and gore, Desio satup. 'All-powerful Turakamu,' he intoned,'I pledge you thelives of my enemies, from the highest of noble blood to thelife of the lowliest relations. This I promise if you will stayyour wrath and allow Minwanabi victory!' To the priest hesaid, 'If the all-powerful sees fit to grant my humble appeal, Ipromise a second grand prayer gate. Its posts shall beconsecrated with the lives of the Acoma Lady and herfirstborn son and heir. The path beneath shall be paved withthe crushed stone of the Acoma natami, and polished by thefeet of your devoted worshippers. This I will give to theglory of the Red God if mercy is shown for the transgressionsthat have happened this day.'

 

Desio fell silent. The priest stood over him for a moment,unmoving. Then he assented with a sharp jerk of his head.Swear your promise,' he boomed out, and extended hisbone whistle for Desio to seal his pledge to the god.

Desio reached out, convinced that once his hand claspedthe bone, he was committed irrevocably. He hesitated, and ahiss from the priest warned he was close to bringing the Red
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God's wrath. Feverishly he grasped the relic. '1, Desio, Lord.

Of the Minwanabi, swear.' :~3

 

'Upon the blood of your house!' commanded the priest.l~]

Onlookers could not help but gasp, for the priest mad~.]clear the Red God's price for failure. Desio embraced the

same destruction for his entire house, from himself down to '~his most distant relative - the same ruin he promised the ~4Acoma - should he fail. Even should both sides come todesire truce in the future, no quarter was now possible.Within the near future one of two ancient and honourablehouses would cease to exist.

 

'Turakamu hears your offering,' the priest cried. As Desioreleased the relic, the priest spun and gestured to theincomplete gate, which arose like blackened pillars againstthe sky of sunset. 'Let this gate stand incomplete, from thisday forth. Its posts shall be carved into columns with thepromise of the Minwanabi inscribed on each side. Neithershall this monument be changed or taken down until theAcoma are ashes pledged to the glory of Turakamu!' Thenhe looked at Desio. 'Or the Minwanabi are dust!'

Desio dragged himself to his feet. He seemed shaken,overwhelmed by a poor beginning to the grandiose oath hehad sworn. Incomo's lips thinned with anger. If there was anAcoma spy in the Minwanabi household, he had more toworry about than rumours as aftermath from this day'saffairs. The First Adviser studied the expressions of thefamily members as they departed; most showed strain, a fewlooked frightened, and here and there a noble swaggeredwith his chin jutted aggressively. Many would seek toadvance themselves in the family hierarchy if Desio proved aweak ruler, but no one seemed particularly satisfied by theterrible turn of the day's events. Abandoning the attempt todivine the spy by naked will, Incomo sought his master.

Tasaio stood at the side of his Lord, supporting Desio'selbow. Although the Lord was the one wearing armour,
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there was no mistaking which was the warrior. Tasaio'scarriage held the unthinking and deadly grace of the sarcat.Incomo hurried closer. Words reached his ears, blown onthe rising winds of an incoming storm.

 

'My Lord, you must not look back upon the mishaps oftoday as ill-omened. You have sworn our family to apowerful oath. Now let us see what we can do aboutfulfilling it.'

 

'Yes,' Desio agreed woodenly. 'But where to begin? Marahas cho-ja warriors guarding her estate house; outrightassault is folly without the Warlord's favour. Besides, evenshould we be victorious, we would be weakened, and adozen other houses would rush to seek advantage over us.'

'Ah, but, cousin, I have ideas.' Tasaio sensed an approachingstep, looked around, and identified Incomo: his quick,flashing smile seemed calculated to the First Adviser, despite itsspontaneity. 'Honoured First Adviser, I urge that we convene ameeting. If our Lord can fulfil his oath to the Red God, muchglory may be gained for our house.'

 

Incomo searched the words for irony - to fail a promise tothe Death God would bring the Minwanabi to final ruin andsaw that Tasaio was sincere. Then he examined theusually stern face for any hint of deceit, but found none.'You have a plan?'

 

Tasaio's smile widened. 'Many plans. But first I understandwe have to flush out an Acoma spy.'

 

While Desio's soiled face showed muddled astonishment,

Incomo struggled to conceal suspicion. 'How could youknow about that, honoured cousin?'

 

'But we have no Acoma spies in our midst!' Desio brokein, suddenly and righteously outraged.

 

Tasaio laid a calming hand on the young Lord's arm, hiswords directed mostly toward Incomo. 'But we must. Howelse could that stripling bitch know our last Lord intendedto kill her?'
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Incomo inclined his head as if acknowledging a victory]That Tasaio had also surmised the cause of Mara's survival]at the Warlord's celebration showed the depth of hi' tthinking. 'Honoured cousin, for the good of us all, I think

we should listen to your plans.' With a withered scowl, he 2reached out and helped the tall warrior shepherd his Lord

back to the shelter of the estate house.

 

Ancient parquet floors creaked as servants hustled about,adjusting screens and drapes against rising breezes from thesouth. An approaching storm scudded clouds over the lake'ssilvered face, offering early but unmistakable presage of thewet season. The smell of rain mingled with the indoor scentsof furniture oils and dust that ingrained the small study, aprivate chamber used by Jingu and his predecessors toformulate their deepest plots. The painted window screenswere small, to discourage observers from the outside, yet theair was never stifling.

 

Damp made Incomo's bones ache. Concealing an urge tofrown, he folded himself neatly onto the cushions oppositethe Lord's seat, an elaborate nest of pillows atop atwo-inch-high dais. Some long-past Minwanabi ancestorhad decided that a Lord should at all times be raised abovehis retainers, and most rooms in the older portions of theestate house bore the token of his belief.

 

Incomo had been reared to the inconvenience of multilevelfloors and of flagstones on certain walkways that werea half-step higher than those adjacent) but a new servantwas always conspicuous by the number of times that hetripped. Sourly, his thoughts preoccupied by spies, Incomoconsidered which factors and servants had been clumsiestwhile serving his late-departed Lord; none came immediatelyto mind, which added to the first Adviser's discomforts.In frustration, he awaited his master.

 

The servants had departed by the time Desio could be
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unlaced and divested of his ceremonial armour and bewrapped in an orange silk robe sewn with black symbolsconnoting prosperity. He did not dally longer with bathing,as his father had been wont to do; smelling faintly ofnervous sweat, he entered with his cousin in attendance andlevered his bulk onto the precious gilt-edged cushions thathis predecessor had worn thin before him. Desio wasagitated. Incomo decided he looked as if he was comingdown with a cold, pale as reed paper about the face, exceptfor his nose, which was pink. Beside him, his cousin lookedtanned and lean and dangerous.

 

While Desio squirmed his way into a comfortableposition, Tasaio settled and rested his elbows on his knees.Beside Desio's fidgeting, Tasaio owned the taut stillness of apredator while it tests the air. :,

 

Tasaio had lost nothing by serving in the barbarian warsfor the past four years, Incomo concluded. Although thewar had not advanced as well as the Warlord had promised,

the time away from the Game of the Council had onlysharpened the young man's wits. He had risen to theposition of First Subcommander to the Warlord, Almecho,and had gained great advantages for the Minwanabi - untilJingu's death had humbled them.

 

'My esteemed cousin and my First Adviser,' Desioopened, struggling to mask his inexperience and at least actthe part of Ruling Lord, 'we are gathered here to discuss thepossibility of an Acoma spy in our midst.'

 

'No possibility, but a certainly,' Incomo snapped. Whatthe household needed was action, swiftly and decisivelycarried out. 'And we must not assume there is only one.'

Desio opened his mouth in outrage, both against his FirstAdviser's impertinence and also to rebut the idea that theAcoma could have infiltrated Minwanabi ranks more thanonce.

 

Tasaio's lips tightened in barely withheld contempt; butno disparagement showed through his tone as he smoothlyand gently interjected. 'Your father was a great player of thegame, Desio. If not through underhanded treachery, howelse could a girl child have come to best him?' -:

'How could a girl child, as you call her, have managed toplace such a masterful network of spies?' Desio spluttered:'Damn her to Turakamu's pleasures - and may he take her:to his bed of pain for ten thousand years - she wasinLashima's convent until the day she came into her inheritance! And her father had no such penchant for implantingagents. He was too straightforward in his thinking to havemuch use for spies.'

 

'Well then, cousin, those are things we must find out-'Tasaio made a gesture, symbolic of the sword's thrust.'You speak as if the girl leads a charmed life. She does not;I arranged to have the outworld barbarians kill her fatherand brother on our behalf - rather neatly if I may say so.Sezu and Lanokota bled and died as other men do,clutching their opened guts and squirming in the mud.'Passion lent fire to Tasaio's words. 'If the Acoma claim theMad God's luck, it certainly didn't serve Mara's father an

brother very well!'

 

Desio almost smiled, before he recalled that his father hadended the same way, in agony on his own sword. Petulantlyhe poked at the pillows that crumpled under his weight. 'Ifthere are spies, then, how shall we flush them out?'

Incomo drew breath to answer, then deferred to a glancefrom Tasaio. 'If my Lord permits, I would offer asuggestion.'

 

Desio waved his assent. Interested enough to forget hisvarious aches, Incomo leaned forward to hear the youngwarrior's advice.

 

Instinctively, Tasaio made use of the wind that rattled thescreens. Timing the gusts to mask his voice against thechance he might be overheard, he said, 'A spy is of little use ifif his information is not employed. So we turn that fact to ouradvantage.

 

'I recommend that you formulate some activities thatwould be detrimental to Acoma interests. Order your ForceCommander to mount a raid against a caravan or outlyingholding. Next day- you let slip to your grain factor that youintend to undercut the Acoma thyza prices in the markets inthe City of the Plains.' Tasaio paused, lending the

appearance that he sat at ease, sharing confidences. And yetIncomo noted with approval that he did not entirely relax;the glitter in his eyes betrayed that he watched, always, fortrouble. 'If Mara defends her caravans, we know we have aspy in the barracks. If she withholds her thyza crop frommarket, we establish that we have an Acoma disguised as aclerk. After that, it becomes a matter of digging out theinformer.'

 

'Very clever, Tasaio,' Incomo said. 'I had thought of asimilar tactic, but there remains one telling flaw. We cannotafford to sell our thyza at a loss; and won't we reveal ourmachinations to the Acoma when no attack befalls thecaravan?'

 

'We would if we failed to attack.' Tasaio's eyelids hoodedslightly. 'But we will attack, and be defeated.'

Angered, Desio punched his pillows. 'Defeated? And losemore position in the council?'

 

Tasaio raised his hand, thumb and forefinger poised ascant inch apart. 'Only a little defeat, cousin. Enough toprovide proof that we are compromised. I have plans forthat spy, when we find him . . . with your permission, ofcourse, my Lord.'

 

The moment was smoothly handled, Incomo observedwith hidden admiration. Without coming to grips withDesio directly, Tasaio had let slip the assumption that theyoung Lord would receive his due credit; the other side ofthe issue being that permission, of course, would be granted.
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Desio swallowed the bait, but missed the larger impli~tions. 'When we catch this traitor, I will see him tortured j.the name of the Red God until his flesh is twitching pulp.'His plump fist pummelled cushions for emphasis, and hi'

nose deepened from pink to purple. ~N

 

But as if he handled irate nobility on a daily basis, Tas~showed no alarm. 'That would be gratifying, cousin,' he .agreed. 'Yet, to kill that spy, however horribly ~n.llA ^

the Acoma a victory.'

 

'What!' Desio stopped thumping and shot erect. 'Cousin;you make my head ache. What could the Minwanabi gainbut insult by keeping a miserable spy alive?' ~

Tasaio settled back on one elbow and casually plucked afruit from a bowl on a side table. As though its ripe skin wereflesh, he stroked his nail down the curve in what seemedalmost a caress. 'We need this spy's contacts, honouredLord. It serves our cause to ensure that our Acoma enemieslearn only what we wish them to know.' The warrior's ;hands gripped the fruit and gave a vicious twist. The jomachsplit in half, with barely a splash of red juice. 'Let the spy setup our next trap.' ~

 

Incomo considered, then smiled. Desio looked from his icousin to his First Adviser, and managed not to fumble thecatch as his cousin tossed him one piece of the fruit. He bitinto the morsel, and then began to laugh, for the first timerestored to the arrogant certainty of his family's greatness.'Good,' he said, chewing with relish. 'I like your plan,cousin. We shall dispatch a company of men on some uselessraid and let the Acoma bitch think she has routed us.'

Tasaio tapped the remaining bit of fruit with his forefinger. 'But where? Where shall we attack?'

 

Incomo pondered, then offered,'My Lord, I suggest thatthe raid should be close to her home.'

 

'Why?' Desio wiped juice off his chin with his
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embroidered cuff. 'She will be guarding her estaterigorously, as usual.'

 

'Not the estate, itself, Lord, for the Lady needs no spy'sreport to maintain vigilance against attack from your army.But she will not expect a raid against a caravan bound forthe river port at Sulan-Qu. If we attack between the Acomalands and the city, and she is prepared for our raid, we canpinpoint the flow of information and find the agent amongyour household.'

 

Tasaio inclined his head in an unconscious gesture ofcommand. 'First Adviser, your counsel is excellent. MyLord, if you will permit, I will oversee preparations for sucha raid. A routine trade shipment would warrant littleprotection, unless the Acoma bitch knows she deals withblood enemies.' He smiled, and white teeth gleamed againstskin tanned dark on the Warlord's campaign. 'We shouldknow when such a caravan is due, simply by contactingshipping brokers in Sulan-Qu. A few discreet questions, andmaybe a bribe or two to hide our inquiries, and we shouldknow within the hour when Mara's next caravan isexpected.'

 

Desio met Tasaio's offer with a lordly air of industry.'Cousin, your advice is brilliant.' He clapped his hands,bringing the errand runner in from his position outside thedoor. 'Fetch my scribe,' he commanded.

 

As the slave departed, Tasaio's composure became that ofa man sorely tried. 'Cousin,' he assayed, 'you must not writedown the orders that we have discussed this hour!'

'Hah!' Desio released a second snicker, then a full

throated laugh. He leaned from his dais and fetched hiscousin a resounding blow on the shoulder. 'Hah!' he snortedagain. 'You must not mock my intelligence, Tasaio. Ofcourse I know better than to include even servants andslaves in our plot! No, I simply thought to pen a notice to theWarlord, begging his forbearance for your absence from his
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campaign upon the barbarian world. He will acquiesce, asthe Minwanabi are still his most valued ally. And, cousin,you have just shown me how much more you are neededhere.'

 

Incomo watched Tasaio's reaction to his Lord's praise.He had not missed the battle-trained reflex that had seen thefriendly blow coming, nor had he failed to note thecalculated and split-second decision that allowed the stroketo connect. Tasaio had grown skilled at politics as well as atkilling.

 

With cold curiosity, the Minwanabi First Adviserwondered how long his master would be amenable to thecounsel of one so obviously gifted with the qualities Desiolacked, but who could not be spared in restoring theMinwanabi to their former greatness. Desio would knowthat his cousin's cleverness showed him up for a fool;eventually he would become jealous, would wish more thanthe puppet title of Lord. Incomo noticed that his headachewas back in force. He could only hope that Desio wouldwait to turn upon his cousin until after the Acoma bitch andher heir were pulp under the post of the Red God's grandprayer gate. Best not to underestimate how long that featmight take. Such vanity on a lesser scale had cost Jingu of theMinwanabi his life; and through that misfortune, Mara hadreceived enough recognition to gain powerful allies.

Apparently Tasaio's mind turned to similar concerns, forafter the message to the Warlord was penned, and whileDesio occupied himself with ordering servants to bring him refreshments,the warrior cousin turned to Incomo with a

seemingly casual question. 'Does anyone know whetherMara has had a chance to make overtures to the Xacatecas?When I received my recall orders from the barbarian world,a friend among his officers mentioned that their Lordconsidered approaching her.'

 

Here Tasaio revealed his cunning. No friendship might
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exist between officers who were enemies; by this, Incomounderstood that the information had been gained byintrigue. With a grunt that passed for laughter, Incomoshared out his own latest gleanings.

 

'The Lord of the Xacatecas is a man worthy of . . . if notfear, then deep respect. His position in the High Council,though, is not advantageous at the moment.' with a flash ofperfect teeth, he added, 'Our most noble Warlord wassomewhat put out with the Xacatecas' reluctance to expandhis interests in the conquest of the barbarian world. Somepolitical byplay resulted, and when the dust settled, LordXacatecas wound up with military responsibility for ourtiny province across the sea. Chipino of the Xacatecaslanguishes in Dustari at the moment, commanding thegarrison that holds the only noteworthy pass through themountains to Tsubar. The desert raiders are active, at lastreport, so l expect he has his hands full - let us hope too fullto concern himself with advances toward the Acoma.'

Finished with his servants, and left with nothing to do butanticipate his elaborate midafternoon feast, Desio picked upon the conversation. He waved one pudgy hand to restoreproper attention to himself and said, 'I advised my father onthat plan, Tasaio.'

 

The First Adviser refrained from pointing out that allDesio had done was sit in the room while Incomo and Jinguhad discussed means to get Xacatecas occupied.

'Well then,' said Tasaio, 'if Xacatecas is busy guardingour frontiers across the sea, we can focus our attention uponLady Mara.'

 

Desio nodded and leaned back upon his imposing pile ofcushions. With his eyes half-closed, and an obvious enjoymentof his newfound authority, he said, 'I think your plan awise one, cousin. See to it.'

 

Tasaio bowed to his Lord as if his dismissal had not beenthat of a thankless underling; all pride and spare movement,
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he left the private study. Incomo buried his regret at theyoung warrior's departure. Resigned to the life the godsgave, he forced himself to attend the less glorious realities

Tsurani life; no matter what plots of blood and murdermight drive the Game of the Council, other mundanematters remained to be considered. 'My Lord, if you' agreeable,there are some grain transactions your hadonra*needs to discuss with you.' - ~

 

More interested in thoughts of his lunch, Desio seemedless than anxious to deal with the prosaic side of familybusiness. But as if his cousin's icy competence hadawakened him to responsibility, he realized that he must. Henodded and waited without complaint as Incomo sent forMurgali, the hadonra.
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Entanglement

 

Breezes rustled the leaves. ~

 

The perfume of akasi flowers and trimmed greens filledMara's personal quarters. Only one lamp was lit against thecoming night, and that had but a small flame. The flickerpainted a changing picture, as, each moment, detailsemerged from shadow: a gemstone's glint, highlights onpolished jade fittings, fine embroidery or enamel work. Justas the eye beheld the splendid aspect, the gloom returned.Although surrounded by beauty, the Lady of the Acoma wasoblivious to the richness of her furnishings; her mind waselsewhere.

 

Mara reclined amid a nest of cushions, while a maidworked out the tangles in her unbound hair with a scentedshell comb. The Lady of the Acoma wore a green silk robe,shatra birds worked in wheat-coloured thread around thecollar and shoulders. The low lighting touched her olive skinto soft gold, an effect a more self-aware woman would havenoticed. But Mara had finished her girlhood as a novice ofLashima, and as Ruling Lady she had no time for femininevanity. Whatever beauty a man might find in gazing uponher was simply another weapon in her arsenal.

 

With a directness any Tsurani nobleman would havefound disconcerting, she questioned the barbarian who satbefore her on his homeworld's customs and cultures. Kevinseemed utterly unaffected by the lack of social protocol,plunging directly to the heart of matters. By this, Marajudged his people blunt to the point of rudeness. Shewatched as he struggled to describe concepts alien to herlanguage; haltingly groping to express himself, he spoke
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about his land and people. He was a quick study, and :3vocabulary improved daily. Right now he attempted

amuse her by telling a joke that had been 'making therounds' in Zun, whatever that meant.

 

Kevin wore no robe. The servants had tried in vain outfithim, but nothing on hand had been large enough. Inthe end they had settled for a loincloth, and had substitutedfineness for the garment's brevity. Kevin wore russet silk]with midnight-blue borders, tied at the waist by a knotworksash and obsidian beads. Mara failed to notice the effort.She had weighed Nacoya's advice the night before and;realized something troubling: this slave in some wayrecalled her dead brother, Lanokota. Irritation at thediscovery had given rise to resentment. While the slave'soutrageous behaviour had seemed amusing the day before,now she wanted only information.

 

Wearied after a day of meetings, Mara remained alertenough to measure the man she had ordered into herpresence. Properly groomed, he looked much younger,perhaps only five years her senior. Yet where early struggleswith great enemies had given her a serious manner, thisbarbarian had a brow unlined by responsibility. He wastightly wound but self-contained rather than overwrought.He laughed easily, with a sly sense of the ridiculous thatalternately fascinated and annoyed Mara.

 

She kept the topics innocuous, a discourse upon festivaltraditions and music, jewellery making and cooking, thenmetalworking and curing furs, undertakings rare onKelewan. More than once she felt the barbarian's eyes onher, when he thought she was not paying heed. He waitedfor her to reveal the purpose behind her interest; the fact hecared at all was curious. A slave could gain nothing bymatching wits with an owner - no bargaining between thetwo stations was possible. Yet this barbarian was obviouslytrying to divine Mara's intent.
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Mara reoriented her thinking: this outworld slave hadrepeatedly shown that his view of Tsurani institutions wasalien to the point of incomprehensibility. Yet that verydifferent perspective would allow her to see her own culturethrough new eyes - a valuable tool if she could but grasphow to use it.

 

She needed to assess this man L slave, she corrected herself- as if he were her most dangerous opponent in the Game ofthe Council. She was committed to these dialogues regardinghis people so she might shift the chaff from the grain anddiscover useful intelligence. As it was, she hardly knewwhen Kevin was being truthful and when he was Lying. Forfive minutes he had adamantly insisted that a dragon hadonce troubled his village, town, or whatever the place calledZun might be. Exasperated, Mara had ceased to disputehim, though every child knew that dragons were mythicalcreatures, with no basis in reality.

 

Seeing him tire, she motioned for a fruit drink to beserved, and he swallowed greedily. When he sighed, indicatinghis satisfaction, she changed the subject to board gamesand, against her usual wont, listened without making

observations of her own.

 

'Have you ever seen a horse?' the slave asked unexpectedlyin the pause as servants stepped in to brighten thelamps. 'Of all things from home, horses are among those Imiss most.'

 

Beyond the screen, full darkness had fallen, and thecopper-gold face of Kelewan's moon rose over the needrameadows. Kevin drew a deep breath. His fingers twisted inthe cushion fringes, and a wistful gleam touched his eyes.'Ah, Lady, I had a mare that I raised from a filly. Her coatwas the colour of fire, and her mane as black as your own.'Caught up in reminiscence, the barbarian sat forward. 'Shewas fleet, both in the sprint and the long ride, fine-spirited,and a perfect witch on the field. She had a kick that could fell
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an armed warrior. She stopped swords at my back moretimes than a brother.' He glanced up suddenly and ceased A,speaking. ; '

 

Where before Mara had listened with relaxed interest, ski'now sat stiffly on her cushions. To Tsurani warriors, horses,were not animals of admiration and beauty but creatures.that inspired terror. Under the alien sun this slave knew ~ .his own, Mara's father and brother had died, their life'sblood soaked into foreign soil, trampled under horsesridden by Kevin's countrymen. Perhaps this same Kevin o`; 7Zun had been the warrior who wielded the spear that struckher loved ones down. From some deep place, unguardedbecause of the day's fatigue, Mara felt a grief she hadn'texperienced for years. And with that painful memory cameold fears.

 

'You will speak no more of horses,' she said in such achanged tone that the maid ceased her ministrations amoment, then cautiously resumed combing the long,lustrous hair.

 

Kevin stopped picking at the fringes, expecting to seesome sign of distress, but the Lady showed no emotion. Herface remained blank in the lamplight, her eyes cold anddark.

 

He almost dismissed his impression as fancy. But anintuition prompted him to study her closely. With a lookthat was not the least mocking, he said, 'Something I saidfrightened you.'

 

Again Mara stiffened. Her eyes flashed. The Acoma fearnothing, she thought, and almost said so. Honour need notbe defended before a slave! Shamed that she had nearlyforgotten herself, she jerked her head in dismissal to themaid.

 

To Tsurani eyes, the gesture offered warning like a shout.The servant knelt and touched her face to the floor, then leftthe room with close to indecorous haste. The barbarian
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remained oblivious. He repeated his question, softly, asthough she were a child who had not understood.

Alone in the lamplight, and arrogant in her annoyance,the Lady's dark eyes bored into Kevin with a fury thatsought to sear him.

 

He misread her temper for contempt. His own rawnervedanger kindled in response and he surged to his feet.'Lady, I have enjoyed our chat. It has allowed me to practiseyour language and spared me hard labour under a brutalsun. But from the moment I came into your presenceyesterday, you seem to have forgotten that our two nationsare at war. I might have been taken captive, but I am stillyour enemy. I will speak no more of my world, lest Iunwittingly lend you advantage. May I have your permissionto withdraw?'

 

Although the barbarian towered over her, Mara showedno change in composure. 'You may not go.' How dare he actas a guest and request his hostess's leave. Checking heranger, she spoke in measured tones. 'You are not a"captive". You are my property.'

 

Kevin studied Mara's face. 'No.' A grin lit his features,rendered wicked and humourless by the anger that laybehind. 'Your captive. Nothing more. Never anythingmore.'

 

'Sit down!' Mara commanded.

 

'What if I don't? What if I do this instead?' He movedwith battle-honed speed. Mara saw him come at her like ablur in the lamplight. She might have shouted for warriorsto defend her, but astonishment that a slave might raise hishand to her made her hesitate. The chance was lost. Handshard with sword callus closed over her neck, crushing jadeornaments into delicate skin. Kevin's palms were broad, andicy cold with sweat. Too late Mara recognized that hisbanter had been a facade to cover desperation.

Mara gritted her teeth against pain, twisted, and tried for
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a kick at his groin. His eyes flashed. He shook her like a ragdoll, and did the same again as her nails raked his wrist. Th.breath grated through the back of her throat. He held herjust tightly enough to prevent outcry, but not quite cruellyenough to stop her breath. His eyes bent close to hers, blueand hard and glittering with malice.

 

'I see you are frightened at last,' he observed. She could notspeak, must be growing dizzy; her eyes were very wideand dark, and filling with tears from pain. And yet she didnot tremble. Her hair hung warm over his hands, scentedwith spices; the breast that pressed his forearm through hersilk robe made fury difficult to maintain. 'You call mehonourless slave, and barbarian,' Kevin continued in ahoarse whisper. 'And yet I am neither. If you were a man,you would now be dead, and I would die knowing I hadremoved a powerful Lord from my enemies' ranks. Butwhere I come from, it is shameful for a man to harm awoman. So I will let you go. You can call your guards maybehave me beaten or killed. But we have a saying inZun: "You can kill me, but you can't eat me." Rememberthis, when you watch me die as I hang from a tree. No matterwhat you do to my body, my soul and heart are free.Remember that I allowed you to kill me. I permitted you tolive because my honour required it. From this momentforward, your every breath is a slave's gift.' He gave her alast shake and released her. 'My gift.'

 

Humiliated to her very core that a slave should have daredlay hands on her and threaten her with the most shamefuldeath, Mara drew breath to call her warriors. With agesture, she could subject this redheaded barbarian to any ofa dozen torments. He was a slave, he had no soul and nohonour; and yet he slowly, and with dignity, sat back uponthe floor before her cushions, his eyes mocking as he waitedfor her to name his fate. Revulsion not felt since she layhelpless beneath her brute of a husband made her shake.
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Every fibre of her being cried out that this barbarian bemade to suffer for the insult he had forced her to endure.

But what he had said gave her pause. His mannerchallenged her: call your guards, his tenseness seemed tosay. Let them see the fingermarks on your flesh. Mara grittedher teeth against a shriek of pure rage. Her soldiers wouldknow that this barbarian had held her at his mercy, andchose to let her go. Whether she ordered him scourged orexecuted, the victory would be his; he might have snappedher neck as easily as that of a snared songbird, and insteadhe had maintained honour as he understood it. And hewould die with that honour intact, as if he had been killed inbattle by an enemy's blade.

 

Mara grappled with a concept so alien it raised her skin tochill bumps. To vanquish this man through the use of superiorrank would only diminish her, and to be shamed by a slave'saction was unthinkable. She had trapped herself, and he knewit. His insolent posture as he sat waiting for her to act revealedthat he had guessed to a fine point how her thinking wouldfollow, and then staked his life on his hunch. That wasadmirable playing for a barbarian. Mara took stock of theresult. Shaken again into chills, but Tsurani enough to hidethem, she fought for composure. More hoarsely than sheintended to sound, she said, 'You have won this round, slave.By bargaining the only thing you have to risk, your ownexistence and whatever faint hope you have for elevation onthe Wheel in the next life, you have put me in the position ofeither destroying you or enduring this shame.' Her expressionchanged from barely controlled rage to calculation. 'There is alesson in this. I'll not forfeit such instruction for the pleasure inseeing your death - no matter how enjoyable that choiceappears at the moment.' She called a servant. 'Return this slaveto quarters. Instruct the guards that he is not to be allowed outwith the workers.' Looking at Kevin, she added, 'Have himreturned here after the evening meal tomorrow.'
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Kevin mocked her with a courtier's bow, not th'obeisance due from a slave. His erect posture and confidantstride as he moved down the hallway forced her to admirehim. As the door to her study closed, Mara returned to hercushions, battling chaos within. Shaken by unexpectedemotions, she willed her eyes closed and ordered herself totbreathe deeply, inhaling through her nose and exhalingthrough her mouth. She called up an image of her personalcontemplation circle, a ritual first practised during her:service at the temple. She focused on the mandala's designand banished all recollection of the powerful barbarian ashe held her at his mercy. Fear and anger drained away, alongwith other strangely exciting feelings. When at last Mara felther body relax, she opened her eyes once more.

Refreshed, as always from such exercise, she consideredthe evening's events. Something might be gained from thisodd man when all had been assimilated. Then another angryflash visited her. Mant This slave! Again she employed theexercise to calm the mind, but a strange and unsettledfeeling lingered in the pit of her stomach. Clearly the balanceof the night would hold nothing akin to tranquillity. Whydid she find it so difficult to find her inner peace? Except fordamaged pride she was unharmed. Early in life she haddiscovered that pride was a means of trapping enemies.Perhaps, she considered, even I have pride I have not named.

Then, unexpectedly, she giggled. You can kill me, but youcan't eat me, the barbarian had said. Such an odd expression,but one that revealed much. Caught by rising laughter,Mara thought, I'll eat you, Kevin of Zun. I'll take your freesoul and heart and tie them to me more than your body wasever bound. Then the laughter became a choked sob, andtears trailed down her cheeks. Outrage and humiliationoverwhelmed her until she shook in spasms. With that paincame other emotions, equally disturbing, and Mara crossedher arms to bold herself tightly, as if she could force her
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body to stillness. Control returned with difficulty, as sheemployed her mental exercises yet again.

 

When at last she regained her composure, she let out along breath. Never had she needed to employ that exercisethree times. With a mustered 'Dame that man!' she calledservants to ready her bath. She rose, and added,'And damnhis wrongheaded pride!' As she heard the bustle of servantsracing to do her bidding, she amended her comment: 'Damnall wrongheaded pride.'

 

Mara studied the outworlder, again in the red light ofsunset. Heat invaded her study, despite the open screens tothe garden, admitting the faint evening breezes, yet Kevinwas more relaxed than previously. His fingers still toyedwith the fringes of the cushion, a habit no Tsurani wouldpermit. Mara counted it an unconscious act, signifyingnothing. Obviously the implications of being allowed to livehad finally registered on the outworlder. He studied Mara asintently as she studied him.

 

This strange, handsome- in an alien way- slave hadforced her to examine long-held beliefs and set certain'truths' aside. For the balance of the previous night and mostof the day Mara had sorted out impressions, emotions, andthoughts. Twice she had been so irritated by this necessityshe had been tempted to send soldiers to have the manbeaten or even killed, but she recognized that the impulsestemmed from her personal frustration and resolved not toblame the messenger for the message. And the lesson wasclear: things are not as they appear to be.

 

For some peculiar reason she wished to play this man inan intimate version of the Great Game. The challenge hadbeen made the moment he had forced her to submit to hisrules Very well, she thought, as she regarded him, you havemade the rules, but you will still lose. She didn't understandwhy it was important to vanquish this slave, but her intent
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to do so matched her desire to see the Minwanabi groundinto the dust. Kevin must come to be her subject in ever'way, giving her the same unquestioning obedience as everyother member of her household.

 

Kevin had been in her presence for nearly ten minutes,silently waiting as she finished reading reports. Reachingfor her opening gambit, she said, 'Would you care forsomething to drink? The interrogation may prove long.He weighed her words well enough to know she did notoffer conciliation, then shook his head. After anothersilence, she asked, 'On your world is it possible for a slaveto go free?'

 

Kevin's mouth crooked in irony. His fingers flicked, andfringes scattered in a snap of pent-up frustration. 'Not in theKingdom, for only criminals with life punishment are soldas slaves. But in Kesh and Queg, a slave who pleases hismaster may earn freedom as a reward. Or he may escape andmake his way across the borders. It happens.'

 

Mara watched his hands. Flick, flick, one finger afteranother lashed the fringes; his emotions could be read like ascroll. Distracted by his openness, the Lady struggled topursue her line of thought, to explore her improbablesupposition one step further.

 

'And once across the borders, such a runaway mightaccumulate wealth and live in honour among other men?'

'Yes.' Kevin thumped his palms on his knees and leanedback at his ease on one elbow, ready to add more, but Maracut him off.

 

'Then you believe that if you were to find a way backacross the rift to your own world, you would be able toregain your position, your honour, and your title?'

'Lady,' said Kevin with a patronizing smile, 'not onlywould I reclaim my former position, I would have wondistinction, for contriving escape from my enemies, to onceagain take the field to oppose them, and to give hope to
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future captives that they might also find freedom. It is theduty of a captured . . . soldier to escape, in my nation.'

Mara's brows rose. Again she was forced to re-examineher concepts of honour, loyalty, and where one's bestinterests lay. The barbarian's words made sense, in an oddlydisquieting way. These people were not intractable, orstupid, but acting within a strange culture's tenets; shegrappled with the concept stubbornly. If, within Kevin'ssociety, his defiance was seen as heroic, his behaviour madea perverted sort of sense. Leading by example was a familiarTsurani ideal. But to endure humiliation . . . degradation. . . so that one could someday return and again contest withthe enemy . . . Her head swam from ideas that, until now,she had held to be profoundly conflicting.

 

She took a moment to sip at cool fruit juices. Dangerouslyfascinated, like a child shown forbidden rites in a backtemple chamber, Mara considered facts sharp-edged asswords: in Midkemia, honourable men did not harmwomen, and honour did not die with captivity. Slaves couldbecome other than slaves. What, then, did the gods decreefor men who lost their souls while still alive? What stationcould negate honour in a worse way than slavery? Withinthe framework of this man's culture, honour was gained byupholding their odd codes, and rank was seen as a situationrather than a life. Kevin behaved like a free man because hedidn't think of himself as a slave but, rather, as a captive.Mara rearranged her robes, hiding turmoil brought on by

'logic' that bordered heresy on Kelewan.

 

These barbarians were more dangerous than evenArakasi had imagined, for they assumed things as foregoneconclusions that could turn Tsurani society on its head.Mara earnestly believed it would be safer for her people ifshe had her barbarians all executed. But sooner or latersomeone would exploit these perilous ideas, and it would befoolish to let the opportunity fall to an enemy. Mara tossedt03

 

off her disquiet in a raw attempt at humour. 'From what youhave said about women being sacrosanct, then your Lords-~wives must make the decisions. True?'

 

Kevin had followed her every move as she smoothed hersilks. Drawn to the visible cleft between Mara's breasts, hetore his eyes away regretfully and laughed. 'In part, they do;my Lady. But never openly, and not according to law. Mostof their influence is practised in the bedchamber.' He sighed,as if remembering something dear to him, and his sightlingered over the exposed bosom above her robe and thlong length of leg that extended below the hem.

Mara's eyebrows rose. Aware enough of nuance to blush,she reflexively drew her legs under her and closed the top ofher scanty robe. For an awkward moment she found herselflooking at anything else in the room but the nearly nudeslave. Enough! she scolded herself. In a culture wherenakedness was commonplace, why was she suddenly discomforted?

 

Irked at her mistake, she stared directly into Kevin's eyes.Whatever this man might think, he was still her property;she could order him to his death or her bed with equaldisregard for consequences' for he was but a thing. Then shecaught herself and questioned why her mind turned to thebedchamber. Struck by her unexpected angry reaction atsuch foolishness, she took a deep breath and turned thediscussion away from things remotely personal. Soon shewas lost in an in-depth exploration of Lords and Ladies andtheir responsibilities in the lands beyond the rift. As on thenight before, one subject led to another series of questionsand answers, with Mara providing Kevin with the words heneeded to flesh out his description of his nation, theKingdom of the Isles.

 

A quick man, he needed scant tutelage. Mara wasimpressed by his ability to discourse on many topics. Theroom dimmed as the lamp burned low; Mara was too
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distracted to call in a servant to trim the wick. The moonrose beyond the open screen, casting a copper-gold glowacross the floor and throwing all else into shadow. Theflame burned lower still. Mara lay back on her cushions,tense and not ready for sleep. Beneath her fascination withKevin's world, anger still smouldered. The memory of hisphysical touch - the first man's upon her skin since herhusband's death - occasionally threatened to disrupt herconcentration. It took all her will at such instants to stayfocused upon whatever topic the barbarian was

addressing.

 

Kevin finished describing the powers of a noble called abaron, and paused to take a drink. Lamplight gleamed uponhis skin. Above the rim of his cup his eyes followed herbody's contours through the thin silk robe.

 

Unreasoning distaste stirred through Mara, and hercheeks flushed. Picking up her fan, she kept her faceexpressionless as she cooled herself. Bitterly she understoodthat new information could only temporarily divert herfrom her inner turmoil.

 

The intelligence brought in by Arakasi had unsettledrather than reassured, and the fact her enemies offered noimmediate threat to counter left her uncertain which flankto guard. Her resources were thin, too few men guarding toobroad a front, while she tried to arrive at a useful strategy.She found herself fretting endlessly over what she couldmost afford to lose, this warehouse or that remote farm. Thedaring victory she had won over Jingu had not blinded herto reality. The Acoma were still vulnerable. She might havegained prestige, but the number of soldiers in her garrisonshad not changed. When enemies chose to move against herin force, a wrong guess would be dangerous, even fatal.

Kevin's culture offered strange concepts, like a salveagainst fear's constant ache. It occurred to Mara that shemust keep the barbarian close at hand, both to dominate
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him and to pick at that confused treasure-house of id`3carried with him.

 

Now better acquainted with the slaves' attitudesdeemed it safest if their ringleader was kept awaythem. Without Kevin, the slave master reported,~barbarians were less prone to grumbling and indolence=.if Kevin was at her side through most of her daily activitieshis close-hand observation of high Tsurani culture mightbetter enable him to apply his wits to her problems apotentially priceless perspective. To that end, Mara decidedshe must allow him to know something of the stakes at ~jShe must acquaint him with her enemy, and let him discor~what he stood to lose if Desio of the Minwanabi should

triumph over the Acoma. ~4

 

the next time that Kevin interjected a personal questionMara lowered her lashes to give the impression of a girlabout to exchange a confidence. Then, hoping she acrightly within the framework of his alien culture, she foolup brightly. 'You shouldn't expect me to answer that.' ;]

Some of the vulnerability that leaked through wgenuine, and the result struck Kevin like a blow. She wasremote, or icy, but a young woman who struggled ~4manage a sprawling financial empire and command ofthousand warriors. Mara responded to his

silence with an air of mischievous devilry. 'You shall act amy body slave,' she announced. 'Then you must go evewhere that I do, and you might observe the answer to youquestion yourself.'

 

Kevin stilled into watchfulness. He had caught thcalculation behind her ruse, she saw, and was not amused by it.That he would be separated from his men bothered hiand also the fact that he could not read her motive. Absentlyhis fingers worried the fringes again. This time the strandparted to threads under his hands. Mara watched throughlowered eyelids: he was growing rebellious again. Rather
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than risk having him move on her person a second time, sheclapped for a manservant. The pattern she used also alertedthe guards beyond her door, and they opened the screen,then faced into her chamber.

 

'Take the slave to quarters,' she instructed her bowingservant. 'In the morning I want him measured for houserobes. After the fitting, he will be assigned duties as bodyservant.'

 

Kevin bristled as the servant took his elbow. The guards'vigilance had not escaped him, and with a last, rancorousglance at Mara, he allowed himself to be led away. Theservant was shorter than him by a head, and he, in pique,extended his stride until the little man had to stumble into arun to keep up.

 

In the doorway, Lujan shoved his helm back on hisforehead. 'Lady, is that wise? You can hardly keep thatbarbarian civilized without holding him with a leash.Whatever your ploy, even one so lacking in wit as myself cansee that he's aware of your game.'

 

Mara lifted her chin. 'You too?' Amusement showedthrough her strained poise. 'Nacoya already lectured meyesterday about learning evils from demons. Arakasi saidthe barbarians think as crooked as streams twisting throughswamps, and Keyoke, who usually has sense, won't sayanything, which means he disapproves.'

 

'You left out Jican,' Lujan said playfully.

 

Mara smiled and with the greatest of tact released a sigh.'The long-suffering Jican has stooped to bets with thekitchen staff that my pack of Midkemians will slaughter oneanother within the next season. Never mind that the treesfor the needra fields won't get felled, and we'll be eatingcalves like jigabirds to keep down the cost of grain.'

'Or we'll be beggared,' Lujan added in tones an octavehigher than usual, in a wicked imitation of the hadonra'sfretful diffidence.

He was rewarded by a gasp of laughter from his mistress.

You are an evil man, Lujan. And if you weren't so adeFkeeping me amused I'd have long ago packed you off toswamps, to guard insect-infested hovels. Leave me, and

well. u

 

'Sleep, my Lady.' Gently he slid the screen closed enafor privacy, but left enough of a gap that armed help coreach her on an instant's notice. Mara sighed as she saw tLujan assumed the role of guard before her door, ratthan retiring for the night. She wondered how longAcoma could suffer an honourably plumed Strike Leaderstanding duty like a common warrior outside her chamber

Desio, if he knew, would be gloating.

 

Ayaki grabbed a fistful of red hair. 'Ow!' yelled Kevin i]mock pain. He reached up to the boy who straddled hshoulders and tickled his silk-clad ribs. The young Acornheir responded with an energetic howl of laughter thecaused half the soldiers in Mara's escort to suppress a flinch.'

The litter curtains whipped aside, and Mara called ~through the gap. 'Will both of you children quieten down? 3

Kevin grinned at her and gave Ayaki's toe one last tweakThe youngster screeched and burst into giggles. 'We'having fun,'the barbarian responded. 'Just because Desio ~wants you dead is no reason to spoil a perfectly fine day.' -,

Mara made an effort to lighten her frown. That both .,Ayaki and Kevin had made their first visit to the cho-ja hiwith her retinue was reason enough for boisterous spirits ~But what one was too young and the other too inexpert 3enced to understand was that a messenger sent to recall he ~from the hive meant an event of unsettling importance. If th 3news had been good, inevitably it followed that it could .have waited for her return to the estate house

Mara sighed as she settled back against her cushionsSunlight washed across her lap, and humid air made he
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sweat. It had rained during the night, for the wet season wasbeginning. The ground where her soldiers marched wasthinly filmed with mud, and the shadier hollows in the roadsparkled with puddles like jewels. The added moisturecaused even the commonest weeds to flower, and the air wasoppressive with perfumes. Mara felt a headache coming on.The past month had worn her nerves, as she waited for theMinwanabi under Desio to establish some predictablepattern. So far the only concrete thing Arakasi's spynetwork had turned up was that Desio had informed theWarlord that his cousin Tasaio was needed at home.

That by itself was ominous. Tasaio's cleverness had nearlybrought the Acoma to ruin in the first place, and recovery wastoo recent to withstand another major setback.

As the litter rounded the last curve on the approach to theestate house, Mara felt apprehension that this summonsfrom her Force Commander resulted from a move instigatedby Tasaio. The man was too good, too subtle, and tooambitious to stay a minor player in her enemies' ranks. Hadshe been Desio, she would have put the entire conflict withthe Acoma into Tasaio's hands.

 

'What did you see that made you wonder?' Kevininquired of Ayaki. The two of them had been instant friendssince the morning the boy had tried to instruct the hugebarbarian in the correct manner of lacing Tsurani sandals,even though he really didn't know himself. The barbarian'swinning over the boy had given him some added protectionagainst Mara's anger at his having put hands upon her. Asshe came to know Kevin, she found herself developingsomething resembling affection for him, despite his outrageoUsbehaviour and a total lack of civility.

 

'Funny smell!' shouted Ayaki, for whom enthusiasm wasmeasured in decibels.

 

'You can't see a smell,' Kevin protested. 'Though I admitthe cho-ja's hole reeked like a spice grinder's shed.'
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Why?' Ayaki thumped his chubby fist on Kevin's armfor emphasis. 'Why?'

 

Kevin caught the boy's ankles and flipped him offshoulders in a somersault. 'I suppose because they're inse~- bugs.'

 

Ayaki, upside down and turning red with pleasure, said'Bugs don't talk. They bite. Nurse swats them.' Me pau~dangling his hands downward and rolling his eyes

swats me, too.' ~

 

'Because you talk too much,' Kevin suggested. 'And tbocho-ja are intelligent and strong. If you tried to swat one, itwould squish you.'

 

Ayaki howled denial, claiming he'd swat any cho-jabefore they could squish him, then howled again as.thebarbarian slave tossed him and restored him upright into thearms of his disapproving nurse. The retinue had reached theestate house. The bearers squatted to lower Mara's litter,and the soldiers who accompanied her on even the mostinnocuous errands stood smartly at attention. Lujanappeared on station to help the Lady to her feet, while Jicanoffered a deep bow by the doorway. 'Arakasi awaits withKeyoke in your study, my Lady.'

 

Mara nodded abstractedly, mostly because Ayaki'sretreating noise still foiled conversation. She tipped her headat the bearer who carried new silk samples and said,'Follow.' Then she paused, considering. After a moment sheglanced to Kevin. 'You too.'

 

The barbarian bit back an impulse to ask what the topicof conversation would be. Since his assignment to the Lady'spersonal retinue, he had met most of Mara's advisers, butthe Spy Master was an unknown. Always when he deliveredhis reports, Mara had sent her body servant off on some taskthat would occupy him elsewhere. Curious what could havemade her change her mind, Kevin had acquired enoughsense of Acoma politics to presume the reason would be
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significant, even threatening. The more he observed, themore he understood that behind the Lady's poisedassurance lay fears that would have crumbled a lesser spirit.And despite his anger at being treated as little more than atalking pet, he had grudgingly come to admire her steelytoughness. Regardless of age or sex, Mara was a remarkablewoman, an opponent to be feared and a leader to be obeyed.

Kevin stepped into the dim hallway, following the Lady.Unobtrusively Lujan accompanied, a proper full step aheadof the slave. The Strike Leader would stand guard at thestudy door throughout the meeting, not only to protect hismistress, but to ascertain no servant lingered in the corridorto eavesdrop. Even though Arakasi had exhaustivelyscrutinized every domestic who worked in the estate house,he still urged Mara to take precautions. Seemingly loyalservants had been known to sink to dishonour and succumbto bribes, and a ruler who was slack in security habitsinvited betrayal. Warriors sworn to service and rankingadvisers could be trusted, but those who picked fruit in theorchards and tended flowers in the garden could serve anymaster.

 

The screens were drawn in the study, making the air moredamp and close. The Force Commander's plumed helmshowed as a shadow in the dimness; Keyoke sat with thepatience of a weathered carving on the cushions before theshut screen. His scabbarded weapon rested across his knees,sure sign that he had spent the interval while he waited forhis mistress inspecting the blade for flaws that only his eyescould discern - if not cared for, Tsurani blades of cured hidecould delaminate, leaving a warrior disarmed.

 

Mara nodded curt greeting, shed her outer robe, andloosened her sash. Kevin tried not to stare as she tugged thethin silk of her lounging robe from her sticky skin. Despitehis care, his groin swelled in response to the sight of her bare

breasts. In surreptitious embarrassment he hitched at the
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inadequate hem of his slave livery to hide the result. A~as he reminded himself that concepts of modesty differedhere from those of his native Midkemia, he couWi>`become accustomed to the casual near nudity adoptedthe Kelewanese women as a consequence of the climateinvolved was he in trying to curb the involuntary responsehis body that he barely noted Mara's words as she

away her maidservant and sat.

 

'What do you have to report?' - I

 

Keyoke inclined his head. 'There has been a raid, a ~minor one, launched by the Minwanabi against a thyza;'caravan.'

 

Mara pushed back a loosened strand of hair, quiet:.moment before she said, 'Then the attack came as Arakasisagent predicted?' I

 

Again Keyoke inclined his head. 'Even the numbers of thesoldiers were accurate. Mistress, I don't like the smell of ~eevent. It appears to have no strategic relevance at all.'

'And how you hate loose ends,' Mara concluded for him.'I presume the Minwanabi soldiers were routed?'

'Killed, to a man,' Keyoke amended. His dry tonereflected little satisfaction at the victory. 'One company lessto harry our borders, if Desio chooses a war. But it's theineptness of the attack that troubles me. The warriors diedlike men sworn to honourable suicide, not those bent ontaking an objective.'

 

Mara bit her lip, her expression darkening. 'What do youthink?' she said into the shadows.

 

Something moved there in response, and Kevin startedslightly. He looked more closely and made out the slender formseated motionless, with folded hands. The fellow'suncanny stillness had caused Kevin to overlook him untilnow. His voice was dry as a whisper, yet somehow conveyedthe emphasis of a loud expostulation. 'Lady, I can offer youlittle insight. As yet I have no agent who is privy to Desio's
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private councils. He discusses his intentions only with hisFirst Adviser, Incomo, and his cousin Tasaio. The FirstAdviser is, of course, not given to gossip or drink, andTasaio confides in no one, even the warrior who was hischildhood mentor. Given the circumstances, we do well toknow that the agents we have are reporting accurately.'

'Then what is your surmise??'

 

Silent a long moment, Arakasi replied, 'Tasaio is incommand, I would wager. He has a mind as devious andkeen as any I've encountered. He served Lord Jingu well inthe obliteration of the Tuscai.' All, save Kevin, knew thefallen house was the one Arakasi served before coming toMara's service. 'Tasaio is a very sharp sword in hismaster's hands. But working under his own direction . . . itis hard to judge what he would do. I think Tasaio probes.His warriors could have been ordered to die so that hemight test something about House Acoma. I judge it agambit.'

 

'For what?'

 

'If we knew, mistress, we would be planning countermeasures,instead of pondering possibilities.'

 

Mara paused through a tense moment. 'Arakasi, is itpossible we have a spy in our own ranks?'

 

Kevin watched in curiosity as the Acoma Spy Mastersubsided once more into stillness. Close scrutiny revealedthat the man had a knack for arranging himself in a fashionthat caused him to blend with his surroundings. 'Lady, sincethe day I swore oath on your natami, I have instigateddiligent checks. I know of no traitor in our midst.'

The Lady made a frustrated gesture. 'But why attack athyza caravan between the estate and Sulan-Qu, unlesssomebody guesses what plans we have afoot? Arakasi, ournext grain shipment is to conceal our new silk samples. Ifthat was information the Minwanabi sought to discover,our troubles might be grave indeed. Our cho-ja silk must
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take the merchants at the auctions by surprise. Reven ~lstanding will be lost if our secret is discovered beforeh ~lArakasi inclined his head, conveying both agreement ~ lassurance. 'The raid by Desio's soldiers might have l

coincidence, but I concur with you. We dare not presumeMost likely he probes to discover why we arm our car - 3so heavily.' !':

'

Why not give them a red herring?' offered Kevin.

'Herring ?' snapped Keyoke with impatience. By thisMara's Force Commander had grown resigned to i.barbarian's out-of-turn remarks; he could not be madethink like a slave, and the Lady at some point, andreasons of her own, had decided not to enforce protocol.Arakasi and the Midkemian had never encountered eachother previously, and the impertinence came as a surprise

The Spy Master's eyes glinted in the shadows as he lookedat the tall man who stood behind Mara's shoulder. Never - ~one to entangle his intellect with preconceptions, he discarded both the man's rank and his insolence as irrelevant~'and fastened what proved to be an almost frighteningly~:intense interest upon the concept behind Kevin's suggestion`.:'You use a word for a species of fish, but imply somethingvery different.' r

 

'A ruse of sorts.' Kevin accompanied his explanation with hisusual expansive gestures. 'If something is to be hidden ina thyza shipment, confuse the enemy by burying wrappedand sealed packages in every wagon that carries goods. :Then the enemy must either spread his resources thin andintercept all outgoing caravans, and thereby make plain hisintentions, or else abandon the attempt.'

 

Arakasi blinked very fast, like a hawk. His thoughtmoved faster still. 'And the silk samples would be in none ofthese shipments,, he concluded, 'but concealed somewhereelse, perhaps even in plain sight, where silks mightordinarily be in evidence.'
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Kevin's eyes lit up. 'Precisely. Perhaps you could sew themas the lining of robes, or maybe even as a separate shipmentof scarves.'

 

~The concept is sound,' Mara said, and Arakasi noddedtacit agreement. 'We could even have servants wear underrobesof the fine silk beneath their usual travelling robes.'

That moment, someone outside knocked insistently at thescreen. Arakasi faded into his corner as if by reflex, andMara called an inquiry.

 

The screen whipped back to admit the dishevelled AcomaFirst Adviser in a red-faced state of agitation. Keyoke settledback on his cushions and loosened his tense hand from hissword hilt as Nacoya descended upon her mistress, scoldingeven as she made her obligatory bow.

 

'My Lady, just look at your clothes!' The former nurseturned her eyes heavenward in despair.

 

Surprised, Mara glanced at her lounging robe, drapedopen in the heat, and showing dust about the collar from herearlier visit to the cho-ja hive.

 

'And your hair!' Nacoya ranted on, now shaking awizened finger in reproach. 'A mess! All tangles, when itshould be shiny-clean and scented. We're going to need adozen maids, at least.' Then, as if noticing Keyoke's andArakasi's presence at the same time, she clucked in renewedaffront. 'Out!' she cried. 'Your mistress must be madepresentable very quickly.'

 

'Nacoya!' Mara snapped. 'What gives you cause todescend upon my private council and order my officersabout like house staff ? And why is the matter of my personalappearance suddenly so urgent?'

 

Nacoya stiffened like a stung jigabird. 'By Lashima mostholy, Lady, how could you forget? How could you?'

'Forget?, Mara shoved back a fallen strand of hair inhonest confusion. 'Forget what?'

 

Nacoya huffed, speechless at last. Arakasi intervened very
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gently and answered for her. 'The little grandmother mostlikely refers to Hokanu of the Shinzawai, whose retinue Ipassed on the road from Sulan-Qu.'

 

The Acoma First Adviser now recovered poise withacerbity. 'That young gentleman's letter of inquiry has saton your desk for a week, my Lady. You answered him withan acceptance, and now you offer him insult by not beingready to greet him upon his arrival.'

 

Mara used a word not at all in keeping with her station.This brought another squawk from Nacoya and an outrightgrin from Kevin, whose command of Tsurani obscenitieshad been learned from a particularly colourful slave driverand remained his most comprehensive vocabulary.

Nacoya vented her frustration by clapping sharply forMara's bath attendants. Through the resulting pandemoniumas slave girls descended with basins and towels,and armloads of fine jewelled clothing, Mara dismissed herForce Commander. While three sets of hands removed herclothing, she fought one wrist free and gestured at thebundled silk samples brought from the cho-ja hive.'Arakasi, decide what to do with these. Jican will tell youwhen they're due to arrive at Jamar. Contrive somesubterfuge to get them there unnoticed.'

 

The Spy Master returned an unobtrusive bow anddeparted with the bundle. Kevin remained. Forgotten in hisplace behind his mistress's cushions, he spent the nextminute being tantalized by the sight of Mara standing in hertub while her servants poured hot water over her lithe body.Then she sat slowly, gracefully. While she rested in the tub,her woman servants soaping her down and washing herhair, Kevin repeatedly caught glimpses of nude flesh.Motionless in the corner, he inwardly cursed the inadequatecoverage of his brief Tsurani garment, as the sight of hispretty young mistress caused his manhood to rise up againin appreciation. Like an embarrassed kitchen boy, he stood
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with both hands folded before his groin and tried to focus onunpleasant thoughts to bring his unruly body back undercontrol.

 

When the Lady of the Acoma emerged at speed from theattentions of her maids and bath servants, Kevin followed inhis accustomed place, mostly because no one in authorityhad bothered to tell him otherwise. Jewelled, primped, andclad in a fine overrobe sewn with seed pearls and emeralds,Mara was far too agitated to note the barbarian slave whohad been a part of her retinue for almost a month now. Sheswept through the hallways with a frown pinching the skinbetween her eyebrows. Kevin, grown familiar enough toguess at her moods, determined that this Hokanu of theShinzawai came for something outside the usual social visit.In many ways, Mara preferred involved financial discussionswith her hadonra to meeting the social obligations thatfell to her as ruler of a time-honoured Tsurani house.

At Nacoya's furiously whispered reminder, Mara slowedher step before the entry to the enclosed courtyard, which atthis hour was the coolest place in which to make a guestcomfortable. The First Adviser patted her charge's wrist anddelivered last-minute instructions. 'Be charming with thisman, daughter of my heart, but do not underestimate hisperception. He is no importunate boy like poor Bruli, to beswayed by the follies of romance, and you have certainlyoffended him by keeping him waiting.'

 

Mara nodded distractedly and shed the protectiveNacoya. With Kevin still on her heels, she stepped out intothe dappled shade of the courtyard.

 

Cushions had been laid by the fountain, and a tray withrefreshments close by. Both appeared untouched. At Mara'sentrance, a slim, well-muscled man paused between steps inwhat must by now have been the last of a dozen restlesstours along the garden pathways. He wore blue silk sewn
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with topaz and rubies, robes obviously tailored for the sonof a powerful family. Now more practised at readingTsurani inscrutability, Kevin did not look at the handsomebut expressionless face for enlightenment; instead hechecked the hands, which were well formed and stronglysword-callused. He noted the slight spring in the stride asthe young man turned to greet the Lady, and also noted thetenseness in carriage that conclusively betrayed annoyance.

Still, the voice emerged pleasantly tempered. 'Lady Mara,I am pleased. Are you well?'

 

Mara swept him a bow, her jewels flashing in stray flecksof sunlight through the leaves. 'Hokanu of the Shinzawai, Iam well enough to know better. You are irked at mytardiness, and for that I plead no excuses.' She stoodupright, the top of her forehead barely level with his chin.To meet his dark eyes, she had to tilt her head up in a mannerthat, entirely without artifice, made her stunning. 'What canthe Acoma do but ask your forgiveness?' Mara paused witha disarmingly sheepish smile. 'Quite simply, I forgot whattime it was.'

 

For a second, Hokanu looked outraged. Then, obviouslyat a loss before the Lady's appeal, and taken by the fact shehad not lied to him, his teeth flashed in a burst of honestlaughter. 'Mare, you confound me! Were you a warrior, Ishould be trading sword blows with you. As it is, I can onlynote that you owe me a debt. I'll claim your company as mycompensation.'

 

Mara stepped forward and allowed him a briefly formalembrace. 'Maybe I should have met you at the door in thecrumpled robe I wore to council,' she suggested wickedly.

Hokanu continued to grip her hand in a manner Kevininterpreted as possessive. The young man's ability toconceal his eagerness behind a fagade of astonishing graceannoyed the Midkemian slave, although he could not havesaid why. When the nobleman responded to the Lady's quip
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with another laugh, saying, 'Do that next time,' Kevin foundhimself scowling.

 

Normally Mara was quick-witted and assertive whendealing with her male staff and those few state visitors Kevinhad observed during his tenure as her body servant. WithHokanu, her wit became less acerbic, and the spirit he hadgrudgingly come to admire became obscured by inexplicablediffidence. Mara seemed guarded against showingpleasure as she allowed the young warrior to settle her downon the cushions; plainly she found the young man'scompany enjoyable. With submissive courtesy she calledKevin to serve food and drink. Hokanu accepted a dish ofspirit-soaked fruits and a goblet of sa wine. His dark eyesflicked with interest over the Midkemian. Kevin momentarilyfelt inspected inside and out, like merchandise; thenthe nobleman turned teasingly to Mara.

 

'I see that you have tamed this sarcat of a barbarian mostadmirably,~. He appears to have learned his place somewhatbetter than others of his kind.'

 

Mara hid amusement behind the rim of her chocha cup asshe took a small swallow. 'So it might seem,' she saidquietly. 'Did you find the slaves your father required in thengaggi swamps?'

 

Hokanu's eyes flickered as he inclined his head. 'Thematter has been resolved satisfactorily.' Then, as thoughaware that Mara had been as reticent with him as he withher concerning their mutual but unspoken interest inMidkemians, he returned the subject to Kevin's physicalattributes, as though the redheaded Midkemian were notpresent and listening.

 

'He looks as strong as a needra bull and should do verywell at clearing the land for your pastures.'

 

ill accustomed to being discussed like an animal, Kevinopened his mouth and observed that he would rather takewagers over arm wrestling. Before he could be so bold as to
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challenge the elegant Shinzawai warrior to a match, Mara'sface paled. With dramatically fast timing, she forestalled hisnext line. 'Slave! You are no longer needed here. Send Misato attend us. Then go to the front courtyard and help Jicansee to the needs of Hokanu's caravan.'

 

Kevin's lip curled daringly into a half-smile as he made hisslave's bow, still slightly less than custom dictated, toMara's everlasting irritation. Then, with a glance atHokanu that came just shy of spiteful, he spun on his heeland departed. The only flaw in his performance was the factthat the short Tsurani robe looked ridiculous on him, adetail Hokanu did not overlook.

 

The comment half-heard as Kevin stepped through thescreen into the corridor was close to indecent, considering thepresence of the Lady. With a vicious twist of anger, Kevinwished he could pick a fight, then, with equally surprisingcandour, he realized he felt jealous. 'Damn him, and damn her,too,' he muttered to himself. To even think of an infatuationwith Mara was sure invitation to get himself strung by theneck from the nearest ulo tree, probably head down over aslow fire. If he was to gain anything from this woman, it wouldnot be through dalliance. Somehow, against all expectationsand traditions, he would contrive a way to be free again.

The outer courtyard was dusty, as if last night's rains hadbeen a dream dispelled by sunlight. Needra and wagonsjammed the latticed enclosure; drovers' shouts and thesnorts of gelded bulls overlaid the confusion as slaves ran toand fro with fadder, thyza bowls, and water basins. Kevinstrode into the midst of the bustle still preoccupied with hispique, and almost stepped on Jican.

 

The little hadonra yelped in affront and leaped back toavoid being knocked down. He peered upward, took in themuscled expanse of Kevin's chest that the scant robe failedto cover, and frowned with a fierceness that his mistress hadnever seen. 'What are you doing idle?' he snapped.
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Kevin disarmingly raised his eyebrows. 'I was taking awalk.'

 

Jican's expression turned thunderous. 'Not anymore.Fetch a basin and bring water to the slaves in the caravan.Move smartly, and don't offend any of the Shinzawairetinue, or by the gods, I'll see you strung up and kicking.'

Kevin regarded the diminutive hadonra, who always inhis Lady's presence seemed as shy as a mouse. Althoughshorter by more than a head, Jican held his ground. Hesnatched a basin from a passing slave and jabbed the riminto Kevin's middle. 'Get to work.'

 

The larger man grunted an expelled breath of air, thenleaped back as a flood of cold water drenched his groin.'Damn,' he muttered as he caught the wooden implementbefore it fell and insulted his manhood more permanently.When he straightened, Jican had moved on. Having lost hischance to slip through the press unobserved, Kevin locatedthe water boy and obediently filled his basin. He carried itsslopping contents across the dusty pandemonium andoffered drink to two rangy, sunburned slaves who perchedat their ease on the tailboard of a goods wagon.

'Hey, you're Kingdom,' said the taller, who was blondand bore two peeling scabs on his face. 'Who are you? Whenwere you captured?'

 

The three slaves exchanged names as Kevin offered hisbasin to the slighter, dark-haired one whose right hand wasbound in a bandage, and whose expression was strangelycold about the eyes. This man proved to be a squire fromCrydee and was not known to him, but the other, who calledhimself Laurie, seemed familiar.

 

'Could we have met before?' Kevin asked as he took backthe basin from Squire Pug. The blond man shrugged with aninstinctively theatrical friendliness. 'Who knows? I roamedthe Kingdom as a minstrel and sang in the court at Zun morethan once.' Laurie's eyes narrowed. 'Say, you're Baron -'
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'Quiet,' cautioned Kevin. He glanced quickly to e; side,ensuring no soldiers could hear. 'One word of my ~

and I'm a corpse. They kill officers, remember?' . ~ ~`Conscious of how thin and weatherbeaten his felowcountrymen looked, Kevin asked after their lot followingcapture. ~

 

The dark, enigmatic man named Pug gave him a hard.look. 'You're a quick enough study. I'm a squire, and if theyhad figured out that meant minor nobility, I'd have beenkilled the first day. As it is, they've forgotten my rank. k ohi;them I was a servant to the Duke, and they took that to meana menial.' He glanced around at the hurrying Acoma slaves,who moved with single-minded purpose to do the hadonra'`bidding. 'You're new to this slave business, Kevin. Youwould do well to remember these Tsurani can kill you withno pangs of conscience, for here they hold the belief that aslave possesses no honour. Kevin of Zun, tread mostcarefully, for your lot could be changed on a whim.' ->

'Damn,' said Kevin softly. 'Then they don't give youconcubines for good conduct?'

 

Laurie's eyes widened a moment, then his broad laugh'attracted the attention of one of the Shinzawai warriors. Hisplumed head turned in their direction, and instantly theexpressions of the two Midkemians on the wagon wentblank. When the soldier turned away, Laurie let out a quietsigh. 'They've not spoiled your sense of humour, it seems.'

Kevin said, 'If you can't laugh, you're as good as dead.'

Laurie wiped his face with a rag dipped in the basin Kevinheld and said, 'As I tell my short friend here, many times :over.'

 

Pug regarded Laurie with a mixture of affection andaggravation. 'This from a fool who almost got himself killedsaving my life.' He sighed. 'If that young Shinzawai noblehadn't been in the swamps...' He left the thoughtunfinished. Then his tone turned sombre. 'All the men
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captured with me in the first year of the war are dead, Kevin.Learn to adapt. These Tsurani have this concept of wal, thisperfect place inside where no one can touch you.' He put hisfinger on Kevin's chest. 'In there. Learn to live in there, andyou'll learn to live out here.'

 

The redhead nodded, then, aware that Jican watched hisback, took his basin back for a refill. With a regretful nod toLaurie and Pug, he proceeded to the next wagon in line. If hecould, he'd slip out of the slave quarters in the evening andspend some time with these two. Trading some informationmight not prove useful, but it might ease the pain ofhomesickness a bit.

 

But as the evening wore on, he was given more work,until, exhausted, he was led back into the great house andcommanded to sleep in the room set aside for him. A guardoutside his door made any attempt to visit his formercountrymen useless. But in the night he could hear faintvoices, speaking words barely understood, yet familiar withaccents well known.

 

Sighing in frustration, he knew his own companions werevisiting with the two Islemen from the Shinzawai caravan.He would get his gossip secondhand when he next hadchance to speak with Patrick or one of the other men. Yetthe lack of firsthand contact caused the most bitter pangs ofhomesickness he had felt since capture. 'Damn that bitch,'he whispered into his hard pillow. 'Damn her.'
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Diversions

 

The wet season ended.

 

Lengthening days brought back the dry dust, and strongsunlight faded the plains grass surrounding the Minwanabiestate house; within weeks the hills would begin to lose their;lushness, until by midsummer all would be golden andbrown. During the hotter weather, Lord Desio preferred toremain within the shaded comfort of his estate house, butadmiration for his cousin often lured him outdoors.

Tasaio might be serving his family as a senior adviser, butthe day never dawned that he failed to maintain his battleskills. Today, while the morning mists burned off the lake,he stationed himself on a hillside with his bow and sheavesof arrows, and straw figures set at varying distances fortargets. Within a half hour they bristled with shafts fletchedin Tasaio's personal tricolours: Minwanabi black andorange, cut with a band of red for Turakamu.

 

Desio joined him as his battle servant retrieved arrowsbetween rounds. Aware of the young Lord's approach forsome time, Tasaio turned at precisely the correct momentand bowed. 'Good morning, my Lord cousin.'

 

Desio halted, panting from his climb up the hill. Heinclined his head, wiped sweat from his pink brow, andregarded his taller cousin, who wore light hide armourstudded with precious iron garnered as a war prize from thebarbarian world. Tasaio wore no helm, and the breezestirred his straight auburn hair, clipped short in a warrior'sstyle. The bow in his hand was a recurve, lacquered shinyblack and tasselled at each horn with orange silk. PolitelyTasaio offered the weapon. 'Would you care to try a round?'
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As yet too breathless for speech, Desio waved to decline.Tasaio nodded and turned as the servant approached, a binof recovered arrows in each hand. He bowed before hismaster. While he remained on his knees, Tasaio removed theshafts by their nocks and pressed them one by one, pointfirst, into the sandy soil. 'What brings you out this finemorning, cousin ?' ~

 

Desio watched the arrows pierce the earth, in perfect lineslike warriors arrayed for a charge. 'I could not sleep.'

'No?' Tasaio emptied the first bin and started on thesecond. A jade-fly landed on the battle servant's nose. Hetwitched no muscle and did not blink as the insect crawledacross his cheek and began to suck at the fluids of his eye. Toreward his perfect composure, Tasaio at length gave theman leave to brush the insect away. The man gratefully didso, having learned under the lash to ease himself only whengiven permission.

 

Tasaio smoothed a parted cock feather and waited for hiscousin to continue.

 

'I could not sleep because months have passed, and stillwe have not uncovered the Acoma spies.'

 

Tasaio set arrow to bowstring and released in one fluidmotion. The shaft arced out through the bright morning andthumped into the painted heart of a distant straw figure. 'Weknow there are three of them,' the warrior said evenly. 'Andthe field has narrowed. We have disclosed information leaksfrom our barracks, from our grain factor, and also fromsomeone who has duties in the kitchens or among the housestaff.'

 

'When will we know the names of these traitors?'

Drawing his bow, Tasaio seemed totally focused, but aninstant after the arrow left his string he said, 'We shall learnmore this morning, when we hear the fate of our raidingparty. The survivors should have returned by now.' Nockinganother arrow to his bow, he continued, 'Besides,

125

 

discovering the spy is but the first step in preparation for ourmuch larger plan.'

 

'So when does your grand campaign take effect?' Desioburst out in frustration. 'I want the Acoma ruined!' -~

Two more arrows flew and sliced into targets. 'Patience,cousin.' Tasaio notched a third shaft and sent it through

neck of the straw figure farthest from his position. 'Youwish the Acoma ruined beyond recovery, and the wise manplans carefully. The best traps are subtly woven ant

unsuspected until they close.'

 

Desio sighed heavily. His body servant rushed to set acushion under him as he settled his bulk upon the grass. '~wish I had your patience, Tasaio.' Envy showed through his

petulance.

 

'But I am not a patient man, cousin.' The arrows flew atregular intervals, and a straw figure toppled, riddled like aseamstress's pincushion with feathered shafts. 'I chafe atdelay as much as, perhaps more than, you, my Lord- I hatewaiting.' He studied his distant targets as if evaluating hisperformance. 'But I hate the flaw of impatience withinmyself even more. A warrior must strive toward perfection,knowing full well that it will forever be unobtainable.'

Desio pulled his robe away from sticky flesh and fannedhimself. 'I have no patience, I admit, and I was not giftedwith coordination enough for the field, as you were.'

Tasaio waved his servant off to fetch arrows, though theline by his feet was not depleted. Then he set his bow acrosshis shoulder and looked at his more corpulent cousin. 'Youcould learn to be, Desio.' There was no mockery in his tone.

The Lord of the Minwanabi smiled back. 'You havefinalized your plan to destroy Mara.'

 

Tasaio remained still a moment. Then he threw back hishead and sounded a Minwanabi battle cry. When hefinished his ululation, he looked back to his cousin, a sparkleof excitement in his eyes. 'Yes, Lord, I have a plan. But first
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we must speak with Incomo and discover if the runners hedispatched have returned with word of the ambush.'

'I will go back and call trim,' Desio grunted as he pushedto his feet. 'Join us in my chambers in an hour's time.'

Tasaio acknowledged that his Lord paid him deference bycomplying with his request for a meeting. Then his eyesnarrowed. He spun, slipped his bow, and set another wararrow to his string.

 

The servant on the field retrieving arrows saw the moveand dropped to earth just a heartbeat before the shot hissedpast the place his body had just vacated. He remained proneas more shafts whined by, peppering the dummy by hiselbow. Wisps of straw drifted down and made his face itch,yet he did not move to brush them away until he saw that hismaster had depleted his arrows.

 

'You play with your men as a sarcat plays with his preybefore the kill,' Desio observed, having lingered to watchthe display.

 

Tasaio raised one cool eyebrow. 'I train them to treasuretheir lives,' he amended. 'On the battlefield, they must fendfor themselves against our enemies. If a servant cannot keephimself alive, and be where I need him, he is of no use, yes?'

Desio conceded the point with an admiring chuckle.

Tasaio said, 'I am done, I think. No need to wait an hour,my Lord. I will accompany you back now.' Desio clappedhis cousin on the shoulder, and together they started down

the hill.

 

The Minwanabi First Adviser met them in the private study,his grey hair damp from his bath, and his back erect as asword blade. He was an early riser, inspecting the estateswith the hadonra in the morning hours. Afternoons he spentover paper work, but years of watching sunrises had givenhim the weatherbeaten appearance of an old field general.
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He watched with a commanders perception as he made~j

bow before the cousins.

 

Lord Desio was sweating, though he had already c~sumed three mugs of rare, iced drinks. Runners continuallydrove themselves to exhaustion to provide him with 43luxury; as the summer progressed, and the snowline recededup the northern peaks, the young Lord's craving for colddishes could no longer be satisfied Then he would turn todrink to dull the heat, but unlike his father Jingu, he didslacken his intake after sundown. With an inward frustratedsigh, Incomo regarded Tasaio, who still wore his armorand archer's glove, but who showed no fatigue from ~hours of practice in the hills. His only concession to comicwas the slightly loosened lacing at his throat; at all timeeven just after rising, Tasaio seemed but a half second away,

from being ready to answer the call of battle. .

'Tasaio has finally devised his plan to defeat the Acoma,'^Desio opened as his First Adviser took his place on thecushions beneath the ceremonial dais.

 

'That is well, my Lord,' answered Incomo. 'We have just ireceived word of our ambush on the Acoma thyza wagons.'

'How did it go?' Desio rocked forward in his eagerness.

'Badly, my Lord.' Incomo's expression remainedwooden. 'We were defeated, as we expected, but the costwas much higher than anticipated.'

 

'How costly?' Tasaio's voice seemed detached.

 

Incomo shifted dark eyes to the cousin. Slowly he said,

'Every man we sent was killed. Fifty raiders in all.' ~

Desio sat back, disgust upon his face. 'Fifty! Damn that Awoman. Is every move she chooses ordained to win hervictory?'

 

Tasaio tapped his chin with a finger. 'It may seem so now,cousin. But victory belongs to the last battle. In the end, weshall see where Mara is vulnerable.' He inclined his head to
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Incomo and asked, 'How did our enemy achieve so total asuccess?'

 

'Simple,' answered the First Adviser. 'They had threetimes the guards on the wagons that we would expect.'

Tasaio considered this, his fingers motionless on hisknees. 'We expected them to know we were coming. Thatthey responded with so much force tells us two things: first,they did not want us to capture that wagon, at any price, andsecond . . .' His eyes widened in sudden speculation. 'Thatdamned cho-ja hive must be breeding warriors like jadeflies!'

 

Desio seemed confused. 'What does this have to do withuncovering Acoma spies?'

 

Incomo smoothed his robes with the fussiness of a birdruffling feathers. Unbreakably patient, he qualified. 'Ouroffensive was aimed at tracing information leaks. Mara'stoo competent Spy Master has just confirmed the guilt ofone, or all three, of our household suspects. Timing is all, myLord Desio. Had we planned our attack on commerce moreconsequential than the grain trade, we would certainly havedrawn notice to our purpose.'

 

Tasaio broke his silence. 'There could well be somethingelse at play here: a garrison as undermanned as Mara'sshould not have responded so forcefully to so minor athreat. This overreaction is meaningful.' Tasaio paused, hisbrow furrowed. 'Suppose our action has in some waydisrupted a plan the Acoma have under way? Suppose wejust blundered into their next move against our interest?They were desperate for us not to capture that wagon,willing to pay a price far above the worth of the grain or the

minor loss in honour of abandoning a small caravan.'

'Now, there is a point to pursue,' Incomo broke in. 'Ourfactor in Sulan-Qu reports that since our raid the Acomahave doubled the guards on all their trade caravans.Rumours circulate that secret goods lie hidden under every
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bushel of grain. By the flurry of covert activity, weconclude that one real treasure exists, a treasure our enemyhave determined at all costs to keep secret.' Iwo"excitement dissolved in a frustrated sigh. 'How I wish Ihad an informant in Mara's inner household! Somethingimportant is under way, something we nearly discoveredaccidentally in our raid near Sulan-Qu. Why else shouldminor sortie provoke such elaborate countermeasures?'~

Desio reached for his ice glass and swirled the last,melting chips in the dregs. 'She's sent messengers to Dustaritoo. No doubt to invite Chipino of the Xacatecas to parkon his return from the borders. If he accepts, the Acoma will:almost certainly gain an alliance.'

 

Only Tasaio remained unmoved before the evidence ofsetbacks. Gently he said, 'Let that bide, cousin. I have a~long-range plan for Mara that might take two years to bringto fruition.'

 

'Two years!' Desio slammed his mug on a side table. 'Ifthat cho-ja hive is breeding warriors, each spring Mara'sestates become that much more unassailable.'

 

Tasaio waved this aside. 'Let Mara grow strong at home.For we will not deal with her on her own ground. Gone arethe days we could dream of overwhelming her estate bymain force.' His voice turned reflective. 'We would win, ofcourse, but be so depleted we would not survive the certainonslaught from other enemies. Were I Chipino of theXacatecas or Andero of the Keda, I would welcome an openconfrontation between the Acoma and the Minwanabi.'

Desio became sulky when anyone else tried to tell himwhat to do. Incomo watched as his master sucked his last icecube between his teeth. Finally the Lord of the Minwanabisaid, 'I may come to regret my rashness in vowingMinwanabi blood should we fail to crush the Acoma. I hadhoped to spur our people to end the matter quickly. But theRed God gave us no time limit-' he glanced heavenward

_ . .
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and made a luck sign, just in case he was wrong-'so wemight do well to proceed cautiously. We cannot spare fiftyseasoned warriors for each grain wagon Mara sends out.'With a nod, Desio said, 'Cousin, let's hear your plan.'

Tasaio responded obliquely. 'Do smugglers still operatebetween the Empire and the desert lands in Tsubar?' heasked the First Adviser. ~

 

Incomo shrugged. 'Almost certainly. The nomads stillcovet luxuries, especially jades and silk. And they have toimport swords from somewhere, since resin-producing treesdo not flourish in the desert.'

 

Tasaio nodded almost imperceptibly. 'Then I suggest wesend an envoy to the ruins at Banganok, to offer the nomadsweapons and jades and rich bribes to step up their raids onthe borders.'

 

'Xacatecas' forces would stay preoccupied.' Desiojumped ahead. 'His return to the mainland would bedelayed, along with any possible alliance with Mara.'

'That is the least advantage, my Lord.' Tasaio slipped hisfingers out of his archer's glove. He flexed his hands asthough warming up his grip for the sword, and outlined thesteps of a bold plot.

 

The Minwanabi would cultivate relations with the desertraiders, beginning with bribes to keep the Xacatecas forcespinned down in defence. Over a period of two years, the bribeswould be escalated, forming the pretence of alliance.Minwanabi soldiers would add to the raiders' ranks, disguisedas tribesmen allies. At a moment judged most propitious, agrand offensive would be mounted on the Empire's borders. Inemergency meeting, the High Council would order the Lady ofthe Acoma to go to the aid of the Lord of the Xacatecas.

At mention of this, Incomo brightened. 'Mare must leadher relief troops in person or spoil her overtures towardalliance. And if she sends less than her full support in thefield, she proves lack of sincerity in her promises.'
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'She would be drawn far from her estates, along withmost of her cho-ja,'Desio cut in. 'We could mount raids' :

Tasaio silenced him with a slightly raised eyebrow. 'Betterthan that, cousin. Much better.' He went on, ticking off pointson his fingers in the manner of a tactician. Mara had nomilitary training, and her only officer with command experience in the field was Keyoke. If her call to arms in Dustari ~]could be timed as a surprise, she would be handed a crisis. She ~must strip her outer holdings, hire mercenary guards to flesh ;rout those garrisons of least strategic importance, and then ',leave the heart of her estates under the care of an officer onlyrecently promoted. Or she must assign Keyoke to protect herfamily natami, and expose herself to risk. Tasaio elaborated.'Isolated in Dustari, far from help from her clan or allies, therewould be no miracles for Mara. She would be alone on a fieldof our choosing, and forced to rely on the guidance of aninexperienced officer.' Tasaio paused, licked his lips, andsmiled. 'At best, Mara's lack of preparation will do our workfor us. She may be killed, or captured by desert raiders, or, atthe least, blunder in the assignment and earn the Xacatecas'wrath, while losing the heart of her army.'

 

'Interesting,' said Incomo. 'But the weak link is evident.The assignment left to Keyoke will almost certainly not bebungled.'

 

Tasaio slapped his empty glove against his palm, and hissmile widened. 'That is why Keyoke must be removed. Araid that will deliver him to Turakamu must be carefullyplanned. Let us say the Lady will receive summons from theHigh Council on the day of her Force Commander's death.'Tasaio folded his hands, the model of a Tsurani warrior inrepose. 'With Keyoke dead, Mara must leave Acomawelfare in the hands of lesser servants, a Strike Leadernamed Lujan, most likely, a flutterbug of a hadonra, and anold nurse who calls herself First Adviser. Among these maybe one we can subvert.'
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'Brilliant!' mustered Desio.

 

Tasaio summed up. 'As I read the situation, withoutexperienced officers, Mara could never gain from assignmentto Dustari. Whichever Strike Leader she promotes tooversee the attempt at relieving Xacatecas will quickly learnthe difference between commanding a strike force andplanning a battle.' ~

 

'Brilliant,' Desio said, loudly and with shiningenthusiasm.

 

Incomo considered more practical ramifications. 'LordDesio would need to call favours from a great number ofallies in the council - even become indebted - to contrive forMara to be assigned to a post in Dustari. Getting Xacatecasthere was quite costly, and keeping him on the frontieranother two years will be difficult. The nobles who supportedus will demand even more concessions to be bought asecond time, particularly since the setback of Jingu's death.We are not as strong or as influential as we once were, Iregret to remind you, and the debt incurred will be great.'

'What price the death of Mara of the Acoma?' Tasaio saidsoftly. 'Desio swore blood oath to the Red God. Thealternative is for us to slaughter every woman and childwearing Minwanabi black and orange, then march toTurakamu's temple and fall upon our swords.'

 

Incomo nodded and turned shrewd eyes on his Lord.

Hot as Desio was to see Mara compromised, he stillrecognized the gravity of his decision. He did not commithimself or the resources of his house thoughtlessly, butpondered with knitted brows. 'I think my cousin advises mewell,' he said at last. 'But can we be sure of the desert men?'

Tasaio looked out of the window, as if something in thedistance shaped his answer. 'It's immaterial. For amongthose "allies" attacking will be a field commander ready totake the necessary steps to ensure Mara's failure. I willsupervise the battle personally.'
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The suggestion filled Desio with delight. 'Wonderful,cousin. Your reputation credits you too little. You are morecrafty than I had been told.' He nodded enthusiastically.'Let preparation for these plans begin. We shall nm eQ~haste in favour of completeness.'

 

- r ~

 

Tasaio nodded. 'I have much to arrange, my Lord. 0~plan must proceed with perfection,, or we risk enmity *our'two great houses rising in power. The army we gather twoyears hence must be smuggled in small numbers by boat

11ama, then westward along the coast trail to Banganok~}b.One must suspect the movement of troops. And whenXacatecas is hard-pressed, we must be ready to kill Key - 'the first moment he's vulnerable.' He blinked, as if recallinghis focus to Desio. 'Yes, I have much to see to. I ask myLord's permission to depart.'

 

Desio waved him on his way. Though matters of protocolwere furthest from his mind, Tasaio arose and made hisbow, correct to the last. Incomo watched and wonderedagain if undue ambition lay behind such perfect poise. Asthe Minwanabi cousin departed from the study, he leanedclose to his Lord and murmured a soft-spoken question.

Desio stiffened in surprise. 'Tasaio? Turn traitor to hisLord?' he exclaimed, entirely too loudly. 'Never.' Hisconviction rang with blind faith. 'All my life, cousin Tasaiohas been an example to us all. Until the moment of myascension to the rank of Lord, he would have happily slit mythroat to gain the mantle of the Minwanabi, but the momentI took my father's place, Tasaio became mine to command.He is the soul of honour, and a devil for cleverness. Of all themen in my service, that one will bring me the Acomanatami.'

 

Satisfied with his own judgment on the matter, Desioended his clandestine council. He clapped for servants, andasked for pretty serving girls to bathe with him in the coolwaters of the lake.
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Incomo bowed, content that while Desio fathered bastardchildren, Tasaio would need his help to begin plotting thevast design to destroy Mara. If the Minwanabi First Adviserfelt any resentment at Tasaio's usurpation of his role, he hidit even from himself; he was loyal to his master. As long asTasaio served Minwanabi interests, Incomo had no jealousywithin his breast. Besides, rthe wry thought intruded, Lordsof great houses quite commonly came to youthful deaths;until Desio married and fathered an heir, Tasaio remainednext in line for the ruler's mantle. Should Desio perishuntimely, it would never do to have one unexpectedlyinheriting the title be displeased with the resident FirstAdviser.

 

Incomo motioned for a servant to attend his desires. 'Sendword to Tasaio that I am at his disposal in any fashion forwhich he deems me worthy and that I will happily lend myfeeble efforts to his great work.'

 

As the servant hurried off, Incomo considered ordering acool tub and a pretty woman to wash his sweaty, tired body.Shrugging off the wistful image, he arose from his cushions.Too much work remained undone. Besides, if he read youngTasaio correctly, he would be sent for within the hour.

Mara moved between nodding rows of kekali blossoms, abasket on her arm. She pointed to a bloom and said, 'Thatone,' and the servant who trailed her obligingly cut the stemwith a sharp knife. Another held up a lantern so the first mightclearly see in the shadows of early evening. The servant liftedthe indigo flower, inspected it briefly to see that the petals wereunharmed, then bowed and handed the blossom to the Lady.She pressed it to her nose to enjoy the fragrance before sheadded it to others already piled in her basket.

The hadonra, Jican, trailed her as she turned down a bendin the path. The ravine between your southernmost needrameadows has been flooded, my Lady.'
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Mara pointed out another flower she wished cut, and `smile curved her lips. 'Good. The bridge across our newriver will be completed before market season, I trust?'

Now Jican chuckled. 'Planking is being added to theframework even as we speak. Jidu of the Tuscalora sweat'as he writes daily, begging permission to transport hischocha-la crops-down the ravine by boat. However, as

politely pointed out on your behalf, my Lady, the right-of-wayyou granted when you purchased the land permittedonly wagons.'

 

'Very good.' Mara accepted the indicated blossom from:her servant, and carelessly stabbed her finger on a thorn.The pain she accepted with Tsurani impassivity, but theblood was another matter. Kelewanese superstition heldthat chance-spilled blood might whet the Red God'sappetite, making the deity greedy for additional death. Jicanhastily offered his handkerchief, and Mara bound up herstinging finger before any droplets could fall to the soil.

Her plan to beggar Lord Jidu of the Tuscalora and forcehim to become her vassal had been delayed by a seasonbecause of the attentions received by her house followingthe death of Jingu of the Minwanabi. Now, as eventsresumed their proper course, she found her planned victoryover her neighbour to the south had partially lost its savour.Hokanu's visit had offered a welcome interlude, but his stayhad been brief, owing to his need to return home.

Nacoya blamed her restlessness on the lack of malecompany. Mara smiled at the thought and shifted her basketof flowers. The First Adviser insisted that no youngwoman's life could be complete without a healthy malediversion now and again. But Mara viewed romance withscepticism. As greatly as she enjoyed Hokanu's company,the thought of taking another husband to her bed made herhands turn clammy with apprehension. To her, marriageand sex were simplY a woman's bargaining chips in the
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Game of the Council. Love and pleasure had no place insuch decisions.

 

'Where's Kevin?' said Jican unexpectedly, making hisLady start.

 

Mara settled on a stone bench and motioned for herhadonra to join her. 'He's being fitted for new clothes.'

Jican's eyes brightened. Hi loved to gossip, but wasseldom so bold as to trouble his Lady outright on mattersoutside of estate finance.

 

Mara indulged him. 'Kevin went out with the huntersyesterday, and when he complained that his legs andbackside had suffered from thorns, I allowed him to bemeasured for Midkemian dress. He's off to show the leatherworkers and tailors what to do, as they know little about hisnation's odd fashions. I told him the colours must not beother than a slave's grey and white, but maybe he'll behavewith more dignity once his knees are covered with - whatdid he call it? - ah yes, hose.'

 

'More like he'll complain he's too trot,' the little hadonrareturned. Then, as Mara dismissed the other servants, headded, 'I have news of your silk samples, Lady.'

Instantly he had Mara's entire attention. 'They weresafely stowed aboard your message barge yesterday. Thefactors in Jamar will have them before the close of the week,in time for inspection before the price auctions.'

Mara sighed with relief. She had worried endlessly thatthe Minwanabi might discover her move into the silkmarket beforetime and give warning to their silk-producingallies in the north. Most Acoma revenues came from needraraising and weapon craft; but now she needed to strengthenher army and outfit the ever rising numbers of cho-jawarriors bred by the new Queen. Hides and armour wouldbe needed at home, cutting back on her marketable goods.The silk trade Mara hoped to create must balance out the

loss. If the timing were spoiled, the northern silk merchants
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would undercut her prices and offer early deliveries to sta'out her fledgling enterprise. Years of established trade higiven them influence over the dyers' and weavers' guildPaying costly bribes to ensure guild secrecy and good"

was an unavoidable necessity until Acoma craftsmen could _be schooled to mastery of these specialized new skills. B.*'

Acoma silks arrived on the market at just the right momentnot only would Mara gain income, she would upset d'revenues of the Minwanabi alhes.

 

'You have done well in this, Jican.'

 

The hadonra blushed. 'Success would not have beenpossible without Arakasi's planning.' :~ ~

 

Mara stared out over the gardens, into the gatheringgloom of twilight. 'Let us not speak of success until the priceauctions are dominated by demand for Acoma goods!' i

Jican returned a deep bow. 'Let us hope the day comes withoutmishap.' He made a sign for the Good God's favourand quietly retired from her presence.

 

Mara lingered, alone except for a few servants. She setdown her basket and surveyed the gardens that surroundedthe estate house's east wing. This had been her mother'sfavourite place, or so Lord Sezu had told the daughterwhose birth had caused that Lady's premature death. Frontthis seat the Lady Oskiro had watched her Lord select hishunting dogs as the young ones were brought out for hisinspection. But the kennels' runs were empty now, byMara's command; the baying of the hounds had reminded thenew Ruling Lady too painfully of the past. And hahusband had cared more for battle practice and wrestlingwith the soldiers than coursing after game with fleet dogs.Or perhaps he had not lived long enough to appreciate thesport.

 

Mara sighed and shook off her regrets. She excused herservants and stared over the distant meadows as the shatrabirds flew at sundown. Normally their flight calmed and
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reassured her, but today she felt only melancholy. That noattack upon the Acoma seemed imminent did not reduce thethreat. The most brilliant moves within the Game of theCouncil were those that came without warning. Thetranquil passage of days only made her skin creep, as ifassassinS lurked in hiding at her back. Knowing that Tasaiostayed on as Desio's adviser promised subtle and devioustrouble. Arakasi was worried also. Mara knew by hisstillness as he stood to deliver his reports. He had survivedthe kill of one Lord and lived to serve another; a matter thatcould trouble him would not be anything slight.

Mara lifted a kekali blossom from the basket at her Feet.The petals were soft and fragile, susceptible to the slightestchill, and fast to wilt in extreme heat. The bushes themselveswere hardy, and armed with thorns for defence;.but theflowers were short-lived and vulnerable. This evening,surrounded by the perishable beauty of the kekali, Maramissed the baying of the hounds at their dinner. More, shemissed the strong presence of her father as he sat in thegarden, enjoying the cool of the oncoming night, sipping ona bitter ale while his son and daughter prattled on aboutchildish things. Gold light faded from the western sky, andthe shatra flocks settled to rest after their sky dance. Abarefooted slave lit the last lanterns along the path; theinstant he finished his task he hurried away for his meal ofthyza mush. In the kitchens and common dining hall, estateworkers gathered for the evening meal. Still Mara lingered.

Dusk deepened. Stars appeared, and the western hillsbecame a silhouette against the last trace of afterglow. Thesilence peculiar to the hour descended, the birdsong of

daytime now stilled, while night-singing insects in theirmyriad thousands had yet to waken and trill. Since thisgarden was farthest removed from the soldiers' barracksand servantS' quarters, it was silent; Mara enjoyed a raremoment of peace.
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She found herself thinking of Hokanu. His visit a!4months earlier had been disappointingly brief - a lin~jdinner; then at first light, after breakfast and what SEEMED Ashort chat, he took his leave and departed. Some development in the game had compelled his return to the Shinzawaiestates sooner than Mara would have liked. Left with sense that Hokanu felt he should have bypassed the ho~and returned straight upriver to his father's estates, Marafelt flattered he had compromised his sense of duty a littleand stolen a visit with her. ~ ~

 

But she had said nothing to him, sheltering her feelings.behind tradition's accepted behaviour. His wit might makeher smile, and his intelligence inspire her own wit, yet sheshied from contemplating any final outcome of thishandsome noble's attentions.

 

Attractive as she found Hokanu, the thought of returningto any man's bed made her shudder. Even now she hadnightmares of her late husband's rages and the bruises h'had inflicted in his passions. No, she decided, she had nodesire to encourage the company of a man.

 

And yet, when Hokanu's small caravan had drawn out ofsight, Mara had been astonished at how swiftly the time hadfled. The young man's company had pleased her. She hadnot had a comfortable moment while he had been there, but'

she missed his lively company.

 

Footsteps approached on the gravel path. Mara turned intime to see a tall, long-strided figure invade her temporarysanctuary.

 

'There you are,' called a voice. Even without the heavyaccent, the disrespectful address and the boisterous toneidentified her visitor as Midkemian. And as often as Marawas astonished by such directness, she was also attracted toit.

 

'I've been looking for you since sundown,' Kevin added?treading a winding path between kekali bushes to reach the
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bench where she sat. 'I asked Nacoya, and the old witch justgrunted and shrugged. The servants looked nervous when Ispoke to them, and finally I had to track down Lujan at thechange of the guard.'

 

'He must have known you were following him,' saidMara, unwilling to believe her best soldier would be so laxin his duties. ~

 

'Of course.' Kevin rounded a last island of flower bed andpaused before her. 'We were discussing the fine points ofswordplay. Your methods differ from ours. Ours are better,naturally,' he added. Irritated that his intentional baitingalways worked, Mara raised her head. She found himgrinning in anticipation of her rejoinder, and realized heplayed with her. She refused to be teased and studied his newattire.

 

The lantern light caught Kevin in profile, burnished hiswavy hair copper, and caught the long, flowing sleeves of thewhite shirt just collected from the seamstresses. Over this hewore a jerkin belted tightly around his waist, and hose thatclung tightly to a muscled length of leg. The neutral greycolour flattered him, for it set off his hair and beard and thedeep tan of his face, and somehow made his blue eyes moreintense. Mara glanced down, to find the effect spoiled at theankle by the same worn sandals he had been given on the dayof his arrival. Aware of the Lady's gaze on his feet, Kevinlaughed. 'The boots aren't finished yet.'

 

He looked very exotic, handsome in a barbaric way.Fascinated by the sight of him, Mara forgot to reprimand hislack of form. However, this time, Kevin kept courtesy. Hemade his bow Midkemian style, from the waist.

 

'Is that how you show respect for your Kingdom ladies?'Mara asked somewhat acidly, mostly because she could nottake her eyes off his wide, strangely clothed shoulders.

Kevin gave back a wicked smile. 'Not quite. Have I yourpermission ?'
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Mara inclined her head, then started as he reached' ~took her hand. 'We greet our ladies like this.' He confidently 15touched her fingers to his lips. The caress was very.

barely a brush of flesh against flesh. Mara shivered slightlyand stiffened to pull away.

 

But Kevin was not finished taking liberty. The feelproper clothing and the mildness of the night lent himspirit of recklessness. He firmed his grip, not so much i.his mistress could not break away, but enough that she r41struggle or follow his lead. 'Sometimes we take the ladies dancing,' he invited, and he drew her to her feet, grasped 14lightly around the waist, and spun her in a circle through d.

lantern light. her

 

Mara laughed in surprise, not feeling in the k;.threatened. Glad to be distracted from the morass qdifficult memories, the Lady of the Acoma abandonedherself to this single moment of fun. And between Kevinbreathless laughter and the heady perfume of the flowersshe discovered that the touch of him was pleasing.

strength did not intimidate but warmed her. Small as a dollin his arms, she tried to keep pace with him; yet she did notknow the steps of his wild dance. Her feet got in his way, andhe stumbled. She felt his muscles tense in response. He hadreflexes swift as a cat's. But the backstep he initiated to savehis balance tangled disastrously with the basket she hadabandoned on the path.

 

The wicker container overturned, showering the gravelwith kekali. Kevin tripped sideways, dragging Mara withhim. The plunge happened too suddenly to allow the Ladyto cry out. Caught in Kevin's embrace, she felt him turn hisshoulder to cushion her fall. She landed sprawled across hischest, slightly breathless, and still entangled in his arms. Hishands moved, slid down her back, and paused at her waist.

'Are you all right?'he said in a voice that was unfamiliarlydeep.
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Overwhelmed by a rush of strange sensations, Mara did

not answer at once.

 

Kevin shifted under her. He freed one hand and picked up

a kekali blossom from the ground. He pinched the stem inhis teeth and, by touch, stripped off the thorns. Lantern lightsoftened the planes of his face as he finished and carefullywound the flower in a strand of Mara's hair. 'At home wecall flowers that look much like these by another name.'

Mara shut her eyes against a strange rush, something like

dizziness, yet not. His fingers brushed her neck as he finishedwith the flower, then withdrew, leaving her aching. Huskilyshe asked, 'What name?'

 

'Roses.' Kevin felt the slight quiver that coursed throughher flesh. The hand on her back moved, drew her closer.Softly he added, 'Though we've none this wonderful shadeof blue.' His touch was tentative, and gentle in a mannerthat did not frighten. Aware through her confusion that heoffered comfort, Mara did not tear herself away. For amoment he went still, as if he awaited some form ofreaction.

 

Mara returned none. Her body felt strangely languid.When she made no move, Kevin held her more firmly. Heshifted again, until her hip lay cradled in the hollow of hisflank, and her hair loosened from its pins and cascaded in arush across the opened laces of his shirt. The hand on herback slid down and under her arm, and traced the necklineof her robe. The touch raised fire in her, a warmth thatseemed to melt her from within.

 

'Lady?' he said softly. His other hand brushed the hairback from her face. She saw that his eyes were very wide, thepupils dark in the lantern light, and the irises narrow bands

of silver. 'Do you want this ? A man on my world gives rosesto a Lady when he loves her.'

 

'I care very little for love,' Mara answered, her voiceoddly rough to her own ear. Now her body tensed against
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his. My husband taught me more than I ever wished toknow.' Kevin sighed, changed his position, and lifted

Overwhelmed by his strength, she felt a giddy sense offamiliarity, reminiscent of a time when a tiny girl was"gently by her warrior father's powerful hands. Yet M~sensed no danger, for despite the power of those hands, the;touch was only loving. Mara felt a chilly rush of air as

and Kevin separated, when he gently sat her upon the benchHer robe had pulled askew. He did not stare at her exposedbreasts but sought something within her own gaze. Her eyesfollowed his as he carefully stepped back, awaiting

command.

 

Mara settled against the stone seat and recovered d~semblance of poise. Yet the control she had schooled to be secondnature came with difficulty. Inside, she remained inturmoil; despite the memory of her former husband'sbrutality, despite the ingrained fears, her body ached to betouched again by such tender strength. Kevin made no movetoward her, and this only made her flesh cry out all the more.Battling to impose logic over confusion, Mara said nothing,-;which left Kevin the task of smoothing over the awkwardnessof the moment.

 

'My Lady,' he said, and bowed again from the waist. Forsome reason the movement gave her the shivers. He turnedhis back, bent, and methodically began to gather theblossoms strewn across the path. 'A man might also give awoman a rose if he admired and respected her. Keep theflower in your hair; it truly does become you.'

Mara reached up and touched the blossom which rested,still, twined in the lock above her ear. She became absorbedby the play of muscles under his loose-fitting white shirt.The sensation in her middle mounted to an ache. Sheshivered again as Kevin stretched and recovered the tippedbasket. Lantern light caught his hair and his sinewy wrists ashe laid the recovered flowers inside. A few remained,
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crushed by his body during the fall, and as he arose to returnthe basket to her, he grimaced and said, 'Curse the thorns.'

Instantly Mara felt contrition. Moved by an unfamiliarinstinct, she reached out and touched the back of his hand.'Did you receive a wound?'

 

Kevin looked at her wryly. 'No, Lady. I'd hardly call a fewpricks in the back on your behalf a wound.'

 

'Let me see,' demanded Mara, pressed by a recklessnessthat made her giddy.

 

The barbarian regarded her, his moment of surprise wellhidden. Then his wryness expanded into a smile. 'As myLady wishes.' He loosened the laces of his cuffs, shed theshirt in an enviably smooth movement, and straddled thebench by her side.

 

Presented with a view of his back, Mara hesitated. Plain inthe light she could see scratch marks, studded withembedded kekali thorns. Shaky now, and frightened, stillshe fumbled until she found the handkerchief lent by Jican.Tentatively she dabbed at a cut. Kevin held motionless. The

feel of his skin was silken smooth, not at all what sheexpected. The handkerchief fabric caught on a brier. GentlyMara drew it out. She ran her fingers down and down,found more thorns, and drew them, until finally none wereleft. Her hands did not want to leave him. She traced the sideof his flank, felt the hard muscle there, and then flinchedback with a gasp as memory of Buntokapi made her start.

Kevin swung his knee over the bench and spun to face her.'Lady? Is something wrong?'

 

The concern in his voice suddenly broke her heart. Shefought against tears, and lost.

 

'Lady,' whispered Kevin. 'What makes you cry?' Hegathered her to him, held her shaking against the hollow ofhis shoulder. Mara tensed, at any moment expecting hishands to turn brutal, to twist at her clothes and seek out hermost tender parts. But nothing happened. Kevin simply held
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her, unmoving, and in time her fear unlocked. Mara realized.that he was not going to be rough, but would only offer he.comfort. 'What troubles you?' he asked again.

 

Mara stirred, then surrendered to his warmth and leaned

against him. 'Memories,' she said softly.

 

Now Kevin's hands did harden. He caught her firmly.

lifted her, and resettled her in his lap. ,;

 

Mara caught herself just short of a scream. Shame burnedher cheeks, that she had so nearly disgraced her heritage. shechoked a breath to call Lujan, but Kevin's hold loosened. Hestroked her hair, gentle once more, and relief made her cryall over again.

 

'Your memories must be painful, Kevin murmured in herear. 'I've never seen a beautiful woman so frightened at aman's attentions. It's as if someone beat you when anotherman would have kissed you with tenderness.'

 

'Bunto,' said Mara, her voice lowered to a near whisper.Her coldness was unexpected, and prompted by a resentmentshe had never before given rein, except in confidencewith Nacoya. 'He liked his women bruised. His concubine,Teani, loved such abuses.' She paused, then added, 'I don'tthink I ever could. Perhaps that makes me a coward. I don'tcare. I'm just glad I no longer have a husband to share mybed.'

 

Now Kevin was silent, shocked to an outrage that madehim cup her chin until she faced him. 'In my land, a husbandwho strikes his wife is nothing but a common criminal.'

Mara managed a weak smile. 'How different our culturescan be. Here a woman has no power over her fate, unless sheis Ruling Lady. A man may dominate his wife as he would aslave, and in the eyes of other men, his manhood is increasedby her submissiveness.'

 

Now Kevin's anger could be heard in his voice. 'Thenyour lords are no better than barbarians. Men should treatwomen with respect and kindness.'
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Excitement coursed through Mara. Time and againNacoya had told her that all men did not behave likeBuntokapi; yet the fact that they owned the god-given rightto be brutal had caused her to distrust even Hokanu, whoseoutward manner seemed mild. Where she had not dared togive herself to a suitor of her own culture, with Kevin she feltoddly safe. ~

 

'Then your people treat their wives and lovers likeflowers, cherishing them without causing pain?'

Kevin nodded, his fingers stroking her shoulders as lightlyas the wings of small birds.

 

'Show me,' Mara whispered. The touch of him made hertingle, and she felt, through his breeches, the pressure of hisown aroused manhood.

 

The barbarian's brows rose mischievously. 'Here?'

The ache inside Mara mounted, became unbearable.'Here,' she repeated softly. 'Here, now, I command you.'When he looked as though he might protest, she added, 'Noone will disturb us. I am Ruling Lady of the Acoma.'

Even now she tautened, as if at any moment she expectedto be manhandled. Kevin sensed her tension. 'Lady,' he saidsoftly, 'right now you rule more than the Acoma,' and hebent his head and kissed her lips.

 

His touch was soft as a whisper. Reassured, she yieldedalmost immediately. Then, as his lightness teased her todesire, she leaned into him, demanding more. But his handsstayed soft. He stroked her breast through the fabric of herrobe, maddening her with his gentleness. Her nipple turnedhard and hot. She wanted his fingers on her bare skin, more

desperately than she had ever wished for anything.

He did not comply. Not all at once. Barbarian that hewas, he acted as if her very robe were precious. He slippedthe silk slowly from her shoulders. Mara moaned andshivered. She tugged at his shirt, wanting the feel of him, buther hands tangled in his unfamiliar dress, and as her fingers
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encountered his skin, she hesitated, wanting to return thefeeling he gave her, but uncertain what she should do. ~ .

Kevin caught her wrists, still handling her as if her flesh.were fragile. His care made her desire mount furthertormented her to an ecstasy she had never dreamed existed i~'She could not have named the moment he slid her robeand touched his lips to her breast. By then her world haddissolved into dizziness and she moaned for his touchagainst her loins.

 

Midkemian clothing was more complicated than Tsurani'dress. He had to shift her to remove his breeches. Somehowthey ended up in the grass, lit by the golden sliver ofKelewan's moon, and also by a soft wash of lantern light.Abandoned to pleasure amid the scent of blooming kekali,swept away by the passion of a redheaded barbarian, Maradiscovered what it was to be a woman.

 

Later, flushed with the elation of newfound release, Mara ~'returned to her chamber. Nacoya awaited her there withnews of a business transaction in Sulan-Qu, and a tray oflight supper. One look at her mistress's face, and she forgotthe contents of the scroll. 'Thank Lashima,' she said,correctly interpreting the cause of Mara's euphoria. 'You'vediscovered the joy of your womanhood atlas".'

 

Mara laughed, a little breathless. She pirouetted like a girland sat on the cushions. Kevin followed her, his hair stilltousled and his face more guardedly sober. Nacoyaregarded him closely for a moment. Then, her lips pursed inmild disapproval, she turned upon her mistress.

'My Lady, you must excuse your slave.'

 

Mara looked up, her first flush of surprise changing toannoyance. 'First Adviser, I shall do as I please with myslave.'

 

Nacoya bowed deeply in respect for her mistress'sprerogative. Then she went on as though Kevin were not
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present. 'Daughter of my heart, you now have learned thewonder of sex. This is good. And you are not the first greatLady who has used a slave. It is not only useful, it is evenwise, for no slave can use you. However, Desio of theMinwanabi will be waiting to take advantage of everyweakness, however small. You must not make mistakes andlet the pleasures of the flesh grow into infatuation. ThisMidkemian should be sent away to keep your thinkingclear, and you should take one or two different men to yourbed soon, to learn they are merely . . . useful.'

Mara stood motionless, with her back turned. 'I find thisdiscussion inopportune. Leave me at once, Nacoya.'

The First Adviser of the Acoma returned a deeper bow.'Your will, Lady.' Stiffly she arose, and with a last lingeringglare at Kevin she left the room. As the indignant tap of hersandals faded down the hall, Mara motioned to her slave.

'Join me,' she invited. Then she shed her loosened robeand dropped naked upon the cushions of the mat that servedas her bed. 'Show me again how the men in your land lovetheir women.'

 

Kevin returned his familiar wry grin. Then he raised hiseyes toward heaven in a show of mock appeal. 'Pray to yourgods to give me the strength,' he murmured. Then he slippedoff his shirt and his drawers, and joined her.

Later, when the lamps burned low, Mara lay awake in theclasp of Kevin's arms and reflected upon the joy she hadfound in the midst of so many worries. She reached out andsmoothed back her lover's tousled hair. She regarded thepunctures traced across his shoulder by the sharpenedthorns of the kekali; the wounds were slight, alreadyscabbed over. Only then did Mara appreciate the bittersweetnature of the love that had overtaken her at last.

Kevin was, and always would be, a slave. There werecertain unarguable absolutes in her culture, and that fact

was one.
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Caught up in a moment of melancholy, and frowning at:the waining moon through the screen, Mara wonderedwhether the bad luck that had brought down her- brother'and father might not stalk her yet. Desperately she prayed toj Lashima that the blood from Kevin's scratches had notseeped through his shirt and touched the ground. LordDesio of the Minwanabi had sworn the vengeance of hishouse into the hands of Turakamu. And with or withoutinvitation, the Death God walked where he would. If he;chose to favour the Minwanabi, the Acoma would be sweptt away without trace from the land and the memory of man.
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Mara stirred. ~

 

Her hand brushed warm flesh, and she started awake.In the predawn gloom, she saw Kevin as a figure ofgreys and blacks. He was not asleep but propped on oneelbow looking at her. 'You're very beautiful,' he said.

Mara smiled drowsily and snuggled into the crook ofhis elbow. She felt tired but content. Through the monthssince Kevin had come to her bed, she had discoverednew aspects to herself, a sensual side, a tender side, kepthidden away until now. The pleasures she shared withthe barbarian made the brutalities of her marriage seem adistant and unpleasant dream.

 

Playfully she ran her fingers through the hair on Kevin'schest. She had come to value their morning chat afterlovemaking as much as council with her advisers. In waysnot fully realized, she was learning from him. His naturewas far more guarded than she had guessed upon firstimpression; she now understood that his direct and openmanner stemmed from a cultural surface trait thatmasked an inner privacy. Kevin remained intentionallyvague about his previous life and family, and though sheasked often, he avoided talk of the future, as if heconcealed his plans in that regard, as well. Different as hewas from a born Tsurani, Mara judged his character to becomplex and deep. She found it astonishing that such aman could be a common soldier, and wondered if otherswith like potential lay undiscovered among her warriors.

Kevin said something, disturbing her contemplation.

Mara smiled indulgently. 'What did you say?'
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C.aught up by a thought, he mused, 'What strange,]contrasts your world has.'

 

Brought to alertness by his uncharacteristic intonation,Mara focused her attention. 'What troubles you?'

'Are my thoughts so transparent?' Kevin shrugged inpartial embarrassment. He remained silent for a moment,then added, 'I was thinking of the poor quarter in SulanQu.'

'

But why?' Mara frowned. She attempted to reassure him.'You will never be permitted to starve.'

 

'Starve?' Surprise made Kevin pause. He drew a fastbreath, then stared at her, as if he might fathom herwoman's mind by studying her intently. At last, moved tosome inner conclusion, he admitted, 'Never in my life have Iseen people suffering in such numbers.'

 

'But you must have poor folk in the Kingdom of the Isles,'Mara returned without inflection. 'How else do your godsshow their displeasure at man's behaviour than by returninghim to his next life in low estate?'

 

Kevin stiffened. 'What do the gods have to do withstarving children, disease, and cruelty? And what of therighteousness of good works and charity ? Have you no almsin this land or are all Tsurani nobles born cruel?'

Mara shoved herself upright, spilling cushions across thewaxed floor. 'You are a strange man,' she observed in avoice that hid a note of panic. As often as she had benttradition, she had never questioned the gods' omnipotence.To dare that heresy was to invite utter destruction. Mararealized that other nobles might be less firm in theiradherence to their ancestors' faith, but she herself wasdevout; had fate not destined her for the ruler's mantle, shewould have dedicated herself to a life of contemplativeservice to the goddess Lashima. The ultimate truth was thatthe gods decreed the order of the Empire. To question thiswas to undermine the very concept of honour that was the
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foundation of Tsurani society. It was this divine mandatethat imparted order to the Empire and made sense ofeverything, from the certainty of ultimate reward forhonourable service, and the right of nobles to rule, toconstraints in the Game of the Council so that wholesalecarnage never resulted.

 

With one careless remark, the barbarian had challengedthe very fabric of Tsurani beliefs.

 

Mara clung to her poise, inwardly battered by a host ofalarming implications. The pleasures Kevin brought hercould never compensate for the dangerous new bent of histhoughts. He must not be allowed to speak such blasphemousidiocy, especially not within Ayaki's hearing; theboy had grown to dote upon Kevin, and the future Lord ofthe Acoma's resolve as he led his house to greatness mustnever be shaken by uncertainties. To conquer the might ofother families because the gods looked favourably uponsuch efforts was one thing; to vainly think accolades came

solely through wit and skill, and some random factor of luckwas ... was morally destructive and unthinkable.Cornered, with only one option, the Lady of the Acomachose her course.

 

'Leave me,' she said sharply. She arose at once from herbed and brusquely clapped for servants. Although the sunhad not yet risen, and the screens were still closed for thenight, two maids and a manservant answered her summons.

'Dress me at once,' the Lady commanded. One maidrushed to select a robe, while the other took up brush andcomb to attend to her mistress's tangles. The manservanttidied the scattered cushions and adjusted the screens. Thefact that Kevin got in his way seemed not to faze him.Wizened and old, and ingrained in the habit of his duties, hewent about straightening up the chamber as though he weredeaf.

 

Mara slipped her arms into the rose-coloured silken robe
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the maid held up for her. She turned and saw Kevin standingnaked, his breeches and shirt across his arm, anddumbfounded look on his face. The Lady's expressionremained stern, her dark eyes fathomless and hard. 'Jicantells me that the work clearing the forest for my needra field goesslowly. This is mostly owing to your countrymen, whocomplain and malinger over their appointed share of workThe maid with the comb lifted the hair from Mara's napand began expertly piling it into an elaborately knonaheaddress. Mara continued in a level tone, despite the factthat her head was tugged this way and that as the measeparated each long lock for arrangement. 'I wish you totake charge,' Mara announced. 'Spring will be upon us 9too swiftly, and the needra herds will increase. You shallhave power over my overseers and the authority to changeany detail you see fit. In return, your countrymen will ceasetheir laziness. They will cut timber and clear the new fieldbefore the first calf is thrown. You may coddle their needs fflong as the work gets done. Fail to complete this task, and tshall have one man chosen at random and hung for each daymy new pastures remain unfinished past the Spring:Welcoming Festival.'

 

Kevin appeared puzzled, but he nodded. 'Shall I returntonight, or-' he began.

 

'You will need to stay with the workers in the meadowcamp.' ~

'

When shall I return-'

 

Coldly Mara interrupted. 'When I choose to send for you.Now go.'

 

Kevin bowed, his face revealing bafflement and anger.Still carrying his clothing, he departed the room. The soldieron duty by the door showed no change in expression as thebarbarian stepped into the corridor. The Midkemian lookedat the impassive soldier as if he had said something, then letloose a burst of ironic laughter. 'Damned if I can figure her -- .
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out, either,' he confided in tight frustration. The soldier'seyes fixed upon Kevin, but the features remained unchanged.

 

Despite. being surrounded by servants, Mara overheardKevin's comment. She heard the pain that he did not botherto conceal, and closed her eyes against inexplicablythreatening tears. Tsurani decorum kept her from showingemotion, though her inner self might cry out with the desireto call Kevin back. As a lover she wished to ease his pain, butas Lady of the Acoma she must not be ruled by the heart.Mara kept her anguish behind a mask, while her servantsworked unobtrusively on her person.

 

Afraid to move, afraid even to sigh lest her control breakinto an uncontrollable bout of weeping, Mara called in asmall voice for a meal. As much as she longed for release,tears would be shameful for the Lady of the Acoma. To beshaken by a barbarian slave's words, to feel desolate over hisabsence, was not appropriate for the Lady of a great house.Mara swallowed her pain, which was doubled by knowingshe had wounded Kevin in saving herself. She found no reliefin restraint nor did the silent disciplinary chants learned inLashima's temple help ease the ache. When her breakfasttray arrived, she picked at the food without appetite andstared into empty space. Her servants remained dutiful andsilent. Bound to traditions as rigid as her own, they waitedfor her next command without judgment upon herbehaviour.

 

Mara at last signalled, and servants removed the breakfasttray with the food barely touched. Determined tomaster her inner turmoil, Mara called her advisers toconference. They met in her study, Keyoke alert as always,his Force Commander's plumes the only decoration on hiswell-scarred, common armour. He had been up beforedawn to oversee a patrol on the borders, and his sandalswere still dew-drenched and dirty. Nacoya, who usually
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dragged in the mornings, perked up sharply as shecompleted her bow and noticed Kevin's absence. Shebreathed a perceptible sigh of relief: at long last hermistress had come to her senses and sent the tallbarbarian away.

 

Angered by the old woman's worldly-wise satisfaction,Mara repressed a desire to slap Nacoya's wizened cheek.Then, shamed by her inappropriate resentment, shelooked for her hadonra's arrival. At the point when shewas ready to send her runner slave to find him, Jicanarrived. Puffing, he bowed very low and apologizedprofusely for his tardiness. As Mara belatedly recalledthat his delay had been caused by her summarilyrearranging the work roster, she cut Jican's apologiesshort.

 

'I want a list of every asset we have that you feel mightbe vulnerable to exploitation by enemies,' Mara instructed.'There must be other transactions aside from our silkinterests that Desio could damage, either by undercuttingprices, or through buying off the guilds who rate thequality of our goods. There are markets he might strangle,trade routes he could disrupt, agents that could be bribed,and buyers who could be threatened. Boats could be sunk,wagons overturned, warehouses burned; none of this mustbe allowed to occur.'

 

'That does not seem to be Desio's style,' a dry voicesaid from the doorway that opened onto the outerpathways. Arakasi stepped in through the partially openedscreen, a shadow against the misty grey of dawn.

Mara barely managed to repress her surprise; Keyokeand the guards in the hallway all lowered their handsfrom their weapons. The Spy Master bowed and chose aplace among the advisers, and the furrow over his browsindicated he had more to say. Mara indicated herpermission, and the Spy Master sat at the table, his longfingers folded in his lap.

 

He continued as if his presence had been expected allalong. 'Except that the young Lord of the Minwanabi has
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not held power for long enough to evolve much style.' Asif he were still formulating his conclusion, the Spy Masterstroked the merchant's plaited scalp lock he hadcultivated for his latest guise on the road. 'One thing isclear, though: Desio is spending huge sums of moneyupon something. The markets from here to Ambolina arechoked with Minwanabi goods, and from the scantinformation from our clerk in Desio's employ, I wouldpresume the unaccounted money is being invested ingifts, bribes, or favours.'

 

Agitated at this news, Mara chewed her lip. 'Bribes forwhat?' she mused softly. 'There must be some means offinding out.'

 

Keyoke's deep voice interrupted. 'This morning, mysoldiers caught a strange herder lurking in the needrafields that border the Tuscalora estates. They took himfor questioning, but he died on his dagger rather thanname his true master.'

 

Arakasi's eyes slitted speculatively as Nacoya said, 'Hewas probably one of Lord Jidu's spies, sent to check theguard on the bridge across the gorge.' The First Adviserpursed her lips, as if thought of the Acoma's southernneighbour brought a bad taste to her mouth. 'TheTuscalora chocha-la harvest is nearly ready for market,and by now even Jidu's thick-witted hadonra must guessthat his wagons will not be using Mara's bridge to reachthe road without paying toll for their passage.'

The Spy Master leaned sharply forward. 'I would notcount on the possibility that herder was Jidu's.'

Mara nodded. 'Neither do I take your hunches lightly,Arakasi.To Keyoke she added, 'We must send a patrolto guard Lord Jidu's borders - unobtrusively, of course.His warriors are good, but they may not realize howmuch my enemieS might gain if their master's cropsburned.'

 

Keyoke nodded, the hands at rest upon his sword
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unmoving as he contemplated this touchy assignment. 1

Jidu of the Tuscalora might be lax in his spending habits, buthis soldiers were fine warriors. ~y

 

Jican diffidently offered advice on this point. 'Lord Jiduhires migrant workers from Neskesha to help with ~harvest, when his crop is abundant. This has been qbountiful year. Perhaps some of the warriors could disguisethemselves as chocha-la pickers and infiltrate the workers u.the fields. The overseers would not know every strange face;and since our men would be drawing no pay, their presence'might pass unnoticed for many days.'

 

Keyoke expanded this proposition. 'Better, and for o - :warriors' honour, we could stage battle manoeuvres in themeadows beside Lord Jidu's estates. Our own workers caninfiltrate the groups of Tuscalora pickers, and if troublearises, they could slip away and alert our troops.'

Mara nodded decisively. 'Let this be done.' She dismissed;her advisers, assuring Jican she would study the financepapers brought for her review after the midday meal.

Then, atypically vague and aimless, Mara retired to thegarden, seeking solace. But the paths between the floweringkekali bushes seemed lonely and empty in the morning light;The growing heat of day oppressed her. As the Ladywandered among the fragrant akasi blooms, her thoughtsreturned to her nights in Kevin's arms. Her feelings at thetime had seemed so profoundly right, and now his absencemade her ache, as if a piece of her being were missing. Shecontrived a thousand excuses to send for him - only for amoment, to answer a question, to play with Ayaki, to clarifysome obscure rule in the game his people called knucklebones . . .

 

Mara's eyes sheered over with tears, and she misstepped,stumbling over a raised stone in the path. Her musingdissolved into anger; she needed no reason, she was Mara,Ruling Lady of the Acoma! She could order her slaves where
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she would without explanation to anyone. Then. wakenedto her own folly before she gave in to impulse, she firmed herinward resolve. Her house had stood at the brink of ruinsince the death of her father and brother. She must donothing to risk the gods' displeasure. If she failed, if she lostsight of the ways of her ancestors over an affair of the heart,every Acoma retainer from the least servant in her sculleryto her beloved senior advisers would suffer. Their years ofloyal service and the honour of her family name must neverbe sacrificed for the sake of dalliance with a slave. Nacoyahad been right. Kevin was a danger to her, best put asidewithout regret.

 

Damn the barbarian, she reflected with irritation.Couldn't he learn his place quickly, and become a Tsuranislave? Couldn't he cease his poisonous, perilous thinking?Sadness pushed through her confusion and mixed withannoyance at herself. I am Ruling Lady, she scoldedinwardly. I should know what to do. Miserably, Maraadmitted, 'But I don't.'

 

The servant by the garden gate who awaited his mistress'scommand called out,'My Lady?'

 

Mara bit back a needlessly harsh reply. 'Send for my sonand his nurse. I would play with him for a while.'

The man returned a proper bow and hurried to do herbidding. Immediately Mara's mood brightened. Nothingbrought a smile to her lips more reliably than the boisterouslaughter of her son as he chased after insects, or raced till hewas breathless through the garden.

 

Desio hammered his pudgy fist into the tabletop, causing acandle to topple, and a dozen jade ornaments to scatter androll upon the carpet. A nervous servant hurried to gather thefallen items, and First Adviser Incomo stepped aside to

avoid being struck by the rolling pedestal that had supporteda goddess figurine.
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The servant arose,

 

'My Lord,' he implored cautiously, 'you must

patience.' ~

 

'But Mara is about to gain a vassal!' Desio howled '11lazy idiot Jidu of the Tuscalora doesn't even see ;*

coming! .

 

, a half-dozen precious carnn.

clutched to his chest. Desio chose that moment to bang ~jtable again. The servant cringed, and with shaking handsbegan to restore the ornaments to their former resting placeIncomo regarded his Lord's flushed face and sighed withrestrained impatience. He was weary from days spa.indoors, each one filled with long and profitless hours inattendance upon a Lord whose mind held no subtlety. yet

until cousin Tasaio returned, Incomo could do little except

endure Desio's ranting.

 

'If only we could arrange a raid to burn those chocha-la,bushes,' the Lord of the Minwanabi complained. 'Then Jiduwould see his ruin staring him in the face, and we would trescue him with a loan that would compel his loyalty to usWhere did that fatheaded needra bull find the foresight todisguise informants among his workers? Now we dare notintervene without damaging our credibility in the council.'

Incomo did not trouble to voice the obvious: that withtheir current outlays in bribes to get Mara assigned to dutyin Dustari, the Minwanabi finances could hardly be:extended any thinner; and Lord Jidu was a poor prospectfor a loan at any time, with his reputation for drinkinggambling, prostitutes, and bad debts. Not to mention thatMara would most certainly counter a Minwanabi loan byruining Jidu, ensuring no funds could be recovered. Even if:she remained ignorant of an enemy's transaction, the:problem would simply recur next year. Incomo knew betterthan to waste his breath with explanations. He prepared toendure another hour of complaints, when a voice intercededfrom the doorway.
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'The informants among the workers were not Lord Jidu's,but spies set in place by Keyoke,'Tasaio said as he entered.'They are the reason two hundred Acoma warriors stagemanoeuvres on the borders of Jidu's estates.'

 

'Keyoke!' Desio echoed. His face turned deeper purple.'The Acoma Force Commander?'

 

Tasaio's smile thinned at this statement of the obvious.'Seeing the Tuscalora chocha-la safely through the harvest isin the Acoma's best interest,' he reminded.

 

'Mare's security is too tight,' Desio grumbled, but with ashade less heat. While the relieved servant finished with theornaments and scuttled into the background, the portlyyoung Lord sought his cushions. 'We could not send anassassin to poison this Force Commander with anyassurance of success - we've already lost a man trying toinfiltrate the Acoma herders. And from what we've discoveredabout that gods-lucky Strike Leader, Lujan, wemight not benefit so greatly from Keyoke's death. Theupstart might be recently promoted, but he could prove justas able a defender of Acoma honour. I say he needs to bekilled, as well, but he guards the Lady's own chambers!'Desio's anger reasserted itself. 'And if I could get an assassinthat damn close, I would order him to murder Marainstead!'

 

'True,' Tasaio agreed. Before Desio's disgruntlementcould mushroom further, the warrior threw off the mantlethat draped his armoured shoulders. He tossed the garmentto a hovering servant and bowed before his cousin withflawless deference. Then he sat. 'My Lord, there has been anew development.'

 

Incomo lost his sour expression, admiring the tact thattransformed the Lord's ill-tempered restlessness intoattentive eagerness.

 

Tasaio smiled, revealing straight white teeth. 'I haveascertained the identity of Mara's three spies.'
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Desio was silent a moment. The anger fled his visage,quickly replaced by astonishment. 'Wonderful,' he saidsoftly. Then, with more pleasure than Incomo had heardsince the death of Desio's fattier, the young Lord repeatedhimself. 'Wonderful!' He clapped his hands together. 'Thiscalls for a celebration, cousin.' while a servant hastened offto fetch refreshments, and a carafe of a rare vintage sa wine,the Lord sank back on his cushions, eyes narrowed withrapturous speculation. 'How do you plan to punish thesetraitors, cousin?'

 

Tasaio's expression never changed. 'We shall use them asour pawns, send falsified reports to the Acoma, and arrangeKeyoke's demise.'

 

'Ah!' Desio echoed his cousin's smile as his thoughtsleaped ahead. The plan conceived in words the seasonbefore at last seemed a reality to him: to kill the AcomaForce Commander, and force Mara to personally commandtroops in the field, where Tasaio could seek her out and killher. He clenched a fist, his pleasure almost sexual inintensity. 'I look forward to seeing the Acoma bitch's headon the floor before me. We shall feed the spies our falseinformation this afternoon.'

 

Incomo muffled a grunt of annoyance behind his hand,but if Tasaio shared his impatience with Desio's shortsightedness,he showed no Sign. 'My cousin,, the warrior

said evenly, 'to send the reports today would be gratifying, Iadmit. But we must bide our time until precisely the rightmoment to utilize our knowledge. To use Mara's agentsnow would certainly reveal our infiltration and waste ouradvantage. These men are not simple servants but men who,in their own way, are fierce in their loyalty to the Acoma.Like warriors, they have made peace with the gods and areready to die at any moment. Should Mara learn that we haveuncovered them, she will simply cut them loose. They wouldwelcome death at her order, rather than betray her trust.
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They might try to flee to the safety of her estates, or theymight fall upon their swords. If their courage fails, we mighthave the small satisfaction of executing them, but forMinwanabi advantage, we gain nothing.'

 

Incomo added his agreement. 'Given the fact Mara hasthree agents here, her Spy Master will certainly work toinstall replacements. We could then be reduced to anotherlengthy search to smoke out the new culprits.'

Tasaio urged his cousin,'Make no overt move until thefall. By then I can smuggle enough of our warriors intoDustari to have a fair chance against the army Xacatecasand Acoma will send against the nomads. All through thesummer, Mara must wonder what our crucial move will be.She will lie awake at night and sweat in the darkness, andsend out informants, and learn nothing. Are we trying tostrangle her grain markets? she will ask. Will we insinuateourselves between her and potential allies in the council?Might we raid outlying warehouses when her finances arevulnerable? Let her conceive of a thousand possibilities andagonize over each and every one.'

 

Tasaio sat forward, his amber eyes afire. 'Then, afterharvest, when she has exhausted herself with worry and taxedher useless spies to their limits, we strike.' Fast as a swordstroke, the Minwanabi cousin clapped his hands. 'Keyokedies, along with a company of Mara's best soldiers - perhapsher First Strike Leader, Lujan, falls as well. The Acomahousehold is left without military cohesion, and whateversurviving officer the Lady promotes to wear plumes mustassume a post for which he is unpractised. Troops that haveserved under the same commander for thirty years cannot helpbut become disrupted.' As he looked directly at Desio,Tasaio's manner embodied confidence. 'Now, cousin, supposewe further the Acoma's disarray? Suppose that the summonsto Dustari arrives from the High Council before Keyoke'sashes have a chance to grow cold?'
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Desio's eyes lit. Though the plan was as familiar to him asa prayer, the repetition swept away his doubts; his angerdissolved, and as Incomo observed his master, he saw thewisdom of Tasaio's manipulation. When Desio doubted, hebecame unstable, a danger to his house, as he acted onimpulse. The oath sworn to the Red God at the young Lord'sinvestiture might have brought such a disaster. But like amaster tactician, Tasaio would turn the blunder intovictory. Not for the first time, Incomo wondered why thegods had not switched fathers of the two cousins, that thetruly brilliant man might wear the Lord's mantle instead ofthe one who at best was merely competent.

 

Desio heaved his bulk straight on his cushions andreleased a deep-cheated chuckle. The sound gained force,until the young Lord rocked with laughter. 'My cousin, youare brilliant,' he gasped between paroxysms, 'brilliant.'

Tasaio inclined his head. 'All for your honour, my Lord,and for the triumph of the Minwanabi.'

 

Summer came, and the Acoma silk samples disrupted all ofthe southern trading districts' markets. The factors for thenorthern guilds were taken entirely by surprise. No longercould they market their lesser-quality goods for premiumprices in the south. The auctions were an Acoma triumph,and the talk of every clan gathering the breadth of theTsurani Empire. Supplied with enough orders to busy thecho-ja for five years, Jican had to restrain himself to keepfrom dancing in his mistress's presence. At one stroke, theAcoma's monetary position had gone from critically overdrawnto abundant. From a well-to-do house without muchliquidity, the Acoma had become among the wealthiest inthe central Empire, with enough cash reserves to narrow anythreat posed by enemies.

 

Mara smiled at her hadonra's elation. This victory uponthe silk market had been a long time in the planning, but she

164

 

was given no time to appreciate her hard-won fortune. Justone hour after word arrived from the auctions, anothermessenger delivered fresh news. Her southern neighbour,Jidu of the Tuscalora, presented himself, asking audience,presumably to beg for Acoma vassalage to save his housefrom irremediable debt.

 

This touched off a flurry of activity. The Acoma senioradvisers all gathered with Mara to meet Lord Jidu in thegreat hall. An honour guard in ceremonial armour stoodarrayed behind her dais. With Nacoya on her right hand,and Keyoke and Lujan on her left, the Lady observed theproper forms as the fat Lord - splendid in pale blue robesand clouds of expensive perfumes - presented his appeal.Once Mara's Tsurani soul would have revelled in the sightof an antagonist brought to his knees before tier, particularlysince Jidu had tried to bully her as if she were animportunate girl after her husband's death. Though she andher honour guard had suffered an attack at this neighbour'scommand, and she had come close to being killed, thehumbling of a man twice her age had lost all sense oftriumph. Perhaps Mara had matured in the past year;certainly the exposure to Kevin's alien concepts hadchanged her.

 

Where once she would have seen only glory gained for theAcoma, now she could not escape noticing the hatred inLord Jidu's pouched eyes as he paid her obeisance. She couldnot block her ears to his overtones of anger, nor entirelyabsolve herself from his self-made burden of shame. Withstiff shoulders, and eyes that sparkled with frustration tooprivate for expression, Lord Jidu admitted his dependenceupon Acoma good grace.

 

Almost, Mara found herself wishing she could turn thisevent to another ending: allow Jidu to redeem his honourthrough Acoma generosity, and gain his gratitude andwilling alliance. As Jidu ground out his last sentence, she
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was haunted by Kevin's accusation on the last morning shehad seen him: 'Are all Tsurani nobles born cruel?'

And yet leniency where Lord Jidu was concerned was adangerous indulgence. In the machinations of the GreatGame, mercy could be dispensed only by the unassailablystrong; in the small or the weak, it was consideredweakness. The ruler of the Tuscalora might be lax in mattersof finance, but he had strong warriors and a gift for strategyon the field. Given his penchant for gross overspending, hisloyalty could all too easily be bought by an enemy, andMara dared not leave such a threat unattended on hersouthern border. As her vassal, Jidu could make no allianceswithout Acoma sanction. The honour of his house would beentrusted to Mara's hands, and those of Mara's heirs, forthe span of Lord Jidu's living days. Her sovereignty wouldbecome such that he could not fall upon his sword withouther leave to die.

 

'You drive hard and dangerous bargains, Lady Mara,' theLord of the Tuscalora warned. Should the Tuscaloraeffectively be reduced to a pawn for Acoma ambitions, hisclan and fellow members of the Yellow Serpent Party wouldbe less willing to treat with her because of Acoma dominationover one of their own.

 

'The Great Game is a dangerous undertaking,' Marareplied. Her words were not empty platitude; Arakasi kepther informed of politics afield. If clan or party action brewedup against her family, she would hear well in advance of thefact. Her heart might be divided, concerning Jidu, but heroptions stayed unequivocally clear. 'I choose to take youroath, Lord Jidu.'

 

The ruler of the Tuscalora bowed his head. Pearl ornamentschinked on his clothing as he knelt in submission, torecite the formal words. Mara signalled, and Lujan steppedfrom the ranks, the rare metal sword of her ancestors in hishands. As the Acoma Strike Leader poised the shining blade
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over Jidu's bent neck, the Lord swore his oath of vassalage,his voice hard and deep with pent-up hatred, and his fistsclenched helplessly in rage. He ended the last phrase andarose. 'Mistress.' He pronounced the word as if he tastedpoison. 'I ask your leave to withdraw.'

 

On impulse, Mara withheld her consent. While Lord Jiduflushed red, and her honour guard went from ready totensely nervous, she weighed her need for control againsther wish to ease this man's humiliation. 'A moment, Jidu,'she said finally. As he looked up, suspicious, Mara strove toimpart understanding. 'The Acoma need allies, not slaves.Give up your resentment over my victory, and willingly joinwith me, and both of our families will benefit.' She sat backupon her seat, speaking as if to a trusted friend. 'Lord Jidu,my enemies would not treat you so gently. The Lord of theMinwanabi demands Tan-jin-qu of his vassals.; The wordshe used was ancient, describing an absolute vassalage thatgranted the overlord powers of life and death over themembers of a subservient household. Under Tan-jin-qu, notonly would Jidu become Mara's vassal, he would be hervirtual slave. 'Bruli of the Kehotara refused to continue thatabject service to the Minwanabi when he inherited his office,and as a result, Desio withholds many of the protections theKehotara have known for years. Bruli suffers because hewishes the appearance of independence. I do not shame youby demanding the lives of all your subjects, Jidu.'

The stout Lord conceded this point with a curt nod, buthis anger and humiliation did not lessen. His was not anenviable position, to be at the mercy of a woman he hadonce tried to kill. Yet something in Mara's sincerity causedhim to listen.

 

'I will establish policies that benefit both our houses,'Mara decreed, 'but the daily affairs of your estates remainyours to oversee. Profits from your chocha-la harvest shallstay in the Tuscalora coffers. Your house will pay no tribute
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to the Acoma. I shall ask nothing from you save your honourto serve ours.' Then, given insight on how she might mollifythis enemy, Mara added, 'My belief in Tuscalora honour issuch that I shall entrust the protection of our southern bordersto your troops. All Acoma guards and patrols will bewithdrawn from the boundary of our two lands.'

Keyoke's expression did not change at this development,but he scratched his chin with his thumb, in a long-standingsecret code of warning.

 

Mara reassured her Force Commander with a suggestionof a smile. Then her attention returned to Lord Jidu. 'I seeyou do not trust that friendship might-exist between us. Iwill show my good intentions. To celebrate our alliance, weshall mount a new prayer gate at the entrance to your estate,in glory to Chochocan. This will be followed by a gift of onehundred thousand centuries to clear your past debts, thatthe profits from this year's harvest may be used for the goodof your estate.'

 

Nacoya's eyes widened at the amount, fully a fifth of thefunds being forwarded from the silk auction. While Maracould afford to be generous, this honour gift cut considerablyinto Acoma reserves. Jican was certain to becomeapoplectic when his mistress ordered the sum transferred tothe wastrel Lord of the Tuscalora.

 

Jidu searched Mara's face. But study as he might, he sawnothing to indicate that she toyed with him. Her words werespoken sincerely. Considerably subdued, he said,'My Ladyof the Acoma is generous.'

 

'The Lady of the Acoma strives to be fair,' Maracorrected. 'A weak ally is a drain, not a benefit. Go, andknow that should you have need, the Acoma will answeryour call, as we expect you to honour ours,' and shegracefully allowed him leave to withdraw.

 

No longer angered, but profoundly puzzled by his suddenshift in fortune, Jidu of the Tuscalora left the hall.
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As the last of his blue-armoured guardsmen marched out,Mara abandoned her formal posture. She rubbed wearyeyes and inwardly cursed her weariness. Months had passedsince she sent Kevin off to oversee the crew clearing forests.She still slept poorly at nights.

 

'My beautiful Lady, let me compliment you on your defthandling of a particularly vicious dog,' said Lujan with arespectful bow. 'Lord Jidu is now well collared, and he mayonly whine and snap at your command, but he dare notbite.'

 

Mara focused her attention with an effort. 'At least wewon't need soldiers guarding that cursed needra bridge dayand night after this.'

 

Keyoke burst into sudden laughter, to the astonishmentof both Lujan and Mara, for the old soldier rarely showedpleasure.

 

'What?' said Mara.

 

'Your stated intention to strip our southern border hadme concerned, my Lady.' The Force Commander shrugged.~Until I understood that, without needing to patrol theTuscalora side of our boundary, we have freed severalcompanies to reinforce more critical defences. And with nofurther worries from the north, Lord Jidu can mount morevigilant defences on other fronts. We have effectively gainedanother thousand warriors to guard one larger estate.'

Nacoya joined in. 'And with your generous gift, daughter,Jidu can afford to ensure his men are properly armed andarmoured, and that cousins can be called to serve to expandhis army.'

 

Mara smiled at the approval. 'Which will be my first . . .ah, "request" of my new vassal. His warriors are good, butthey lack the numbers for our needs. When Jidu recoversfrom wounded pride, I shall "ask" that his ForceCommander consult with Keyoke on the best ways toprotect our common interests.'

 

169

 

Keyoke returned a guarded nod. 'Your father would lookupon your farsightedness proudly, Lady Mara.'He bowedin respect. 'I must return to duty.'

 

Mara granted him permission to leave. Beside her, Lujaninclined his plumed head. 'Your warriors will all drink toyour health, pretty Lady.' A playful frown creased hisforehead. 'Though we might do well to assign a patrol toensure that Lord Jidu does not tumble headfirst from hislitter and bash in his skull on the way home.'

'Why would he do that?' Mara demanded.

 

Lujan shrugged. 'Drink can spoil the best man's balance,Lady. Jidu smelled like he had been guzzling since dawn.'

Mara's brows rose in surprise. 'You could smell throughall that perfume?'

 

The Strike Leader returned an irreverent gesture aroundthe scabbard of the ancestral sword. 'You didn't have tolean over the Lord's bared neck with a blade.'

Mara rewarded him with a laugh, but her moment oflevity did not last. She waved dismissal to her honour guard,then retired to her study with Nacoya. Since her wedding toBuntokapi, she was disinclined to linger in the great hall,and with the redheaded Midkemian slave sent away, shefound no relief in solitude. Day after day, she immersedherself in accounts with Jican, or reviewed clan politics withNacoya, or played with Ayaki, whose current passion wasthe wooden soldiers carved for him by her officers. Yet evenwhen Mara sat on the nursery's waxed wooden floor andarranged troops for her son - who played at being Lord ofthe Acoma, and who regularly routed whole armies ofMinwanabi enemies - she could not escape the realities.Desio and Tasaio might die a hundred deaths on the nurseryfloor, to Ayaki's bloodthirsty and childish delight, but alltoo likely, the boy who played at vanquishing his enemieswould himself become sacrificed to the Red God, victim ofthe intrigue that shadowed his house.
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When Mara was not fretting about enemies, she soughtdiversion from heartache. Nacoya had assured her that timewould ease her desires. But as the days passed, and the dustof the dry season rose in clouds as this year's needra cullswere driven to market, Mara still woke in the night,miserable with longing for the man who had taught her thatlove could be gentle. She missed his presence, his blunderingways, his odd thoughts, and most of all his intuitive grasp ofthose moments when she most wanted sympathy, but wastoo much the proud Ruling Lady to show her need.

His willingness to give strength and his kindness were asrain to a heart parched by troubles. Damn that man, shethought to herself. He had her trapped more helplessly thanany enemy ever would. And perhaps, for that reason,Nacoya was right. He was more dangerous to her housethan the most vicious of her foes, for somehow he hadinsinuated himself within her most personal defences.

A week passed, then another. Mara called on the cho-jaQueen and was invited to tour the caverns where the silkmakers industriously worked to meet the auction contracts.A worker escorted Mara through the hive to the level wheredyers and weavers laboured to transform the gossamerfibres into finished cloth. The tunnels were dim and coolafter the sunlight outside. Always when Mara visited thehives, she felt as though she entered another world. Cho-jaworkers rushed past her, speedily completing errands. Theymoved too swiftly for the eye to follow through tunnels litby globes that shed pale light. Despite the gloom, theinsectoid creatures never blundered into one another. Maranever felt more than a soft brush as the rapidly movingcreatures negotiated the narrowest passages. The chamberwhere the silk was spun was wide and low. Here Mararaised a hand to make sure the jade pins that held her hairwould not scrape the ceiling.
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The escort cho-ja paused and waved a forelimb. 'Theworkers hatched for spinning are specialized,' it pointedout.

 

When Mara's eyes adjusted to the near darkness, she sawa crowd of shiny, chitinous bodies hunched over drifts ofraw silk fibres. They had comblike appendages just behindtheir foreclaws, and what looked like an extra fixturebehind the one that approximated the function of thehuman thumb. While they crouched on their hind limbs, theforelimbs carded fibres that seemed almost too delicate tohandle without breaking. Then the midlimbs took over and,in a whirl of motion, spun the fibres into thread. The strandcreated by each cho-ja spinner led out of the chamberthrough a slot in the far wall. Beyond this partition, dyerslaboured over steaming cauldrons, setting colour into thethreads in one continuous process. The fibres left the dyepots and passed through yet another partition, where small,winged drone females fanned the air vigorously to dry them.Then the passage opened out into a wide, bright chamber,with a domed roof and skylights that reminded Mara ofLashima's temple in Kentosani. Here the weavers caught upthe coloured strands and performed magic, threading thefine silk weft through the warp into the finest cloths in theEmpire.

 

The sight held Mara in thrall. Here, where Tsuraniprotocol held little importance, she acted like a girl,pestering the escort worker with questions. She fingered thefinished cloth and admired the colours and patterns. Then,before she was aware of herself, she paused before a bolt ofcloth woven of cobalt and turquoise - with fine patterns ofrust and ochre threaded through it. Unconsciously, sheimagined how this fabric might set off Kevin's red hair; hersmile died. No matter what the diversion, it never lasted.Always her thoughts returned to the barbarian slave,however much she might long to sink her attention into
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something else. Suddenly the rows of bright silks seemed tolose their lustre.

 

'I wish to go back, now, and take my leave of yourQueen,' Mara requested.

 

The cho-ja escort bowed its acquiescence. Its thoughtprocesses differed from a human's, and it did not think herchange of mind was either unmannerly or abrupt.

How much simpler life must be for a cho-ja worker, Marathought. They concerned themselves entirely with thepresent, immersed in the immediacy of the moment andguided by the will of their Queen, whose interest was theneeds of the hive. These glossy black creatures lived out theirdays untroubled by the thousand nagging needs that humanflesh was heir to. Envying them their peace of mind, Marawended her way back through the press toward the Queen'schamber. Today, unlike every other day, her curiosity wasquiescent. She did not long to beg the silk makers' secretfrom the cho-ja Queen, nor did she make her usual requestto visit the nurseries, where newly hatched cho-ja youngblundered on awkward legs to complete their first steps.

Her escort guided her to the junction of two majorpassages, and was about to turn downward to the deepestlevel where the Queen's chamber lay when a warrior in aplumed helm raised a forelimb and intercepted them.Confronted by the razor-sharp edge of chitin that the cho-jacould wield like a second sword, Mara stopped at once;though the edge was turned away at an angle that indicatedfriendliness, she did not know why she was being stopped.Cho-ja did not think like individuals, but reacted accordingto the mind of their hive, and the consciousness that directedthat collective purpose was the Queen's. Cho-ja reactionswere frighteningly fast, and their moods could change assuddenly.

 

'Lady of the Acoma,' intoned the warrior cho-ja. Hesquatted down into the same bow he would give to a Queen,
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and as his plumed helm bobbed, Mara recognized Lax'l,Force Commander of the hive.

 

Reassured that intentions were not hostile, she relaxedand returned the nod due a commander of Lax'l's rank.'What does your Queen require of me?'

 

Lax'l stood erect and assumed a statuelike stillness thatseemed unreal amid the bustle of workers that continuallypassed around him and the Lady with her escort. 'My Queenrequires nothing of you, but wishes you best health. She sentme to report that a messenger has arrived from your estatehouse asking with some urgency for your presence. He waitson the surface.'

 

Mara sighed in frustration. Her morning should havebeen free of commitments; she had scheduled no meetingsuntil afternoon, when she was due to review figures from theneedra sales with Jican. Something must have come up,though it was summer's end, and the game usually underwenta lull as most Lords involved themselves with financesprior to the annual harvest. 'I must return to find out whathas happened,' the Lady of the Acoma said regretfully toLax'l. 'Please convey my apology to your Queen.'

The cho-ja Force Commander inclined his head. 'MyQueen returns her regards, and says further that she hopesthe news that awaits you holds no word of misfortune.' Heflicked a forelimb to the escort worker, and Mara foundherself turned around and bustled toward the upper tunnelsalmost before she had a chance to think.

 

As she stepped outside, the sudden reentry into sunlightdazzled her. Mara squinted against the glare while her eyesadjusted. She made out the presence of two officers' plumesamong the slaves who awaited with her litter. One wasXaltchi, a junior officer recently promoted by Keyoke for hisvalour in defence of a caravan. The other, with a longer,more sumptuous plume, could only be Lujan. Surprised thathe should be bearing the message, and not a lesser servant or
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her runner slave, Mara frowned. Whatever news awaitedher would not be a matter for ears that could not be trusted.She dismissed her cho-ja escort with absentminded politeness,and hurried toward her Strike Leader, who had seenher emerge from the hive and who strode briskly to meether.

 

'My Lady.' Lujan completed a hasty if proper bow, thentook her arm and guided her through the traffic of cho-jaworkers streaming to and from the hive. The instant theyreached open ground, but well before they came withinearshot of the slaves within the litter, Lujan said, 'Lady, youhave a visitor. Jiro of the Anasati is currently in Sulan-Qu,awaiting your word. His father, Tecuma, has sent him todiscuss a matter too sensitive to entrust to a commonmessenger.'

 

Mara's frown deepened. 'Go back and send a runner totown,' she instructed her Strike Leader. 'I will see Jiro atonce.'

 

Lujan saw her to her litter, helped her inside, and bowed.Then he was off at a run down the lane that led back to theestate house. The bearers shouldered the Lady's litter andXaltchi mustered the small company of soldiers whomarched as her escort. More slowly, the cortege followed inLujan's footsteps.

 

'Pick up the pace,' Mara commanded through thecurtains. She fought to keep the concern from her voice.Before her marriage to Buntokapi of the Anasati, thatancient house had been second behind only the Minwanabiamong Acoma enemies. Since she had engineered herhusband's death, the family had more cause than ever tohate her. Only the common interest of Ayaki, son of Buntoand grandson of Lord Tecuma, kept the two houses fromopen conflict. The thread that held that alliance togetherwas slender indeed. For very little excuse, Tecuma mightwish her out of the way, so that he could install himself as
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regent of the Acoma until Ayaki came of age to assume thetitle of Lord.

 

A matter too sensitive for even a bonded messenger wasunlikely to be good news. A familiar tightness clutchedMara's middle. She had never underestimated her enemies'ability to plot, but lately a lack of any overt threat hadcaused her to come dangerously close to complacence.Mentally she readied herself for a difficult interview; shewould need five hundred warriors armoured and at theready, and an honour guard of twelve within the hall where

she received Jiro. Any less would offer him insult. ~;

Mara settled her head against the cushions, sweating in Iher thin silks. Maddeningly, endlessly, between planningwhat her life might depend on, she thought of a barbarianslave, who at this moment stood in hot sunlight directing'men cutting timber into fencing, six rails to a span, andshoulder-high to a tall warrior. The needra fields werenearly finished, too late for this season's calves, but well intime to fatten the weanlings for the late-fall markets. Marablotted her brow in fussy annoyance. She had enough on hermind without adding the question of what she was going todo with Kevin when the new pastures were finished. Perhapsshe would sell the man . . . But her mind dwelt on this ideaonly a moment before she resolved that some other taskmust be found to keep him away.

 

Mara took her place beside the entrance to the estate house,while Jiro's litter and escort approached the Acoma borders.Her First Adviser stood at her side, looking uncomfortablebeneath sumptuous fine robes and jewels. Although Nacoyaenjoyed the authority inherited with her promotion, in somethings she outspokenly preferred the duties of a nurse. Statedress was one of them. Had Mara been less nervous, shemight have smiled at the thought of the elderly servantresenting the fussing and attentions of maids that Mara had
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been forced to endure life long, at Nacoya's tireless instigation.The only surcease the Acoma daughter had known hadbeen during her novitiate in the temple of Lashima. Thosedays, with their tranquil simplicity and hours of scholarlystudy, seemed far behind her now.

 

Mara glanced about her to be sure all was in readinessAmid the clutter of footmen, soldiers, and servants, shenoted one person missing. 'Where's Jican?' she whispered toNacoya.

 

The First Adviser inclined her head, forced to raise a handto rescue a loosened hairpin. She reset the errant finery withan impatience that had much to do with being awakenedfrom a nap for the purpose of greeting a personage stillregarded with venom. Nacoya's dislike of Buntokapiextended to all his relations, and though Mara knew shecould rely on the ancient woman to maintain perfectprotocol, the household was likely to suffer several days ofgrouchy aftermath.

 

'Your hadonra is in the kitchens, making sure the cooksslice only first-quality fruit for the refreshment trays,' theformer nurse answered tersely.

 

Mara raised an eyebrow. 'He's more of an old lady thanyou are. As if the cook needs to be told how to prepare ameal. He would do no less than his best for the sake ofAcoma honour.'

 

Nacoya whispered, 'I told Jican to supervise. The cooksmight wish to slip an Anasati guest something less thanappetizing- their view of honour is different from yours,daughter.' Buntokapi had not made himself popular in thekitchen, either. Still, Mara kept to herself the thought thateven the Acoma chief cook would not shame her house forsomething as petty as slipping sour fruit to Jiro - no matterhow much he would have enjoyed doing so.

 

Mara glanced at Nacoya. Silently she considered howeasily she had come to regard her house servants as part of
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the furnishings. That they had actively resented Bunto'sbrutality as much as she had never occurred to her; sheremembered how rough he had been on them. Her servantsand scullions had perhaps suffered worse than she duringBuntokapi's tenure as Lord, and belatedly, Mara rememberedto sympathize. Had she been one of those kitchen girls- or her brother, father, or lover - who had been draggedinto service in Bunto's bed, she, too, might have beentempted to feed his brother leavings from the garbage setaside for the jigabirds. Mara repressed a smile at thethought. 'I must pay more attention to the feelings of mystaff, Nacoya, lest I perpetuate Bunto's thoughtlessness.'

Nacoya only nodded. Time for talk was past, as thepainted red-and-yellow litter and rows of marchingwarriors filed into the dooryard. Mara fingered the emeraldand jade bracelet on her wrist and strove to maintaindecorum as the Anasati honour guard snapped to a halt andJiro's bearers set down his litter before her doorway.

At the last possible moment, Jican hurried through thedoor to take his place beside Nacoya and Tasido, who assenior Acoma Strike Leader commanded the Lady's honourguard. Wishing Keyoke or Lujan were present in his stead,Mara observed the Anasati soldiers through narrowed eyes.They were not relaxed but spaced in a formation thatallowed free access to draw weapons. She had expected noless, yet to be confronted by such readiness for hostility withan elderly officer in charge was not a comfortable circumstance.Old Tasido had arthritis and cataracts; in bettertimes, he would have seen honourable retirement by now.But the Acoma forces had taken too many casualties on thebarbarian world when Lord Sezu was betrayed to his deathfor even one officer to be spared. In another year, or perhapstwo, the old man would be given a hut near the river wherehe could live his remaining days in peace. But today not onesword could be dispensed with.
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Mara had not seen Jiro since her wedding day nearly fouryears past. Curious as well as cautious, she watched theyoung man step from his litter. He was well dressed, but notin the gaudy style preferred by his father. His robe was blacksilk, sparingly trimmed with red tassels. His belt wastastefully adorned with shell and lacquer bosses, and hishair was cut plainly as a warrior's. He stood taller than hisbrother Buntokapi had; his build was leaner and he heldhimself with considerably more grace. The face resembledhis mother's, with high cheekbones and a haughty mouth.His square jaw kept him from looking overtired, but hishands were as fine as a woman's. He was a handsome man,save for a certain cruelty betrayed around his lips and eyes.

Jiro bowed with sarcastic perfection.

 

'Welcome to the house of the Acoma,' Mara greetedwithout inflection. She returned his bow, but kept thecourtesy brief, in pointed reference to the fact that theAnasati son had brought an armed retinue into her courtyardout of all proportion for a social visit. As was her rightas senior in rank, she waited for her guest to begin theformal inquiries. After a pause through which Jiro kept stillin the expectation that Mara might blunder and ask after hishealth, he finally said, 'Are you well, Lady?'

Mara gave a curt nod. 'I am well, thank you. Are you well,Jiro?'

 

The young man smiled, but his eyes stayed serpent-cold. 'Iam well, as is the father who sent me.' He rested a languidhand on the dagger sheathed at his belt. 'I can see that youare well also, Mara, and if anything, grown more beautifulin motherhood. It is a pity for one so lovely to be widowedso young. Such a waste.'

 

If his tone was impeccably polite, his words borderedupon insult. This was no visit of reconciliation. Aware thathis attitude approached that of an overlord visiting a vassal,Mara swept up her robes and led the way through the entry,
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leaving him to follow like a servant. Let him play his parlourgames too long, and she might be manoeuvred into putting upwith him for more than the afternoon. Since Tecuma would beexpecting the boy to bring back whatever information on theAcoma he might be able to pry loose, Mara had no intention ofletting Jiro gain excuse to stay the night.

 

Servants had laid trays of light refreshments in the greathall. Mara seated herself on the dais. She appointed Nacoyathe place on her right, and granted Jican the permission toretire that he longed for. Then she waved for Jiro to makehimself comfortable on the cushions across from her; theplace she accorded him was that of an equal. Given thisvoluntary courtesy, he could not protest the fact that Tasidoand his subofficers would be standing at his back. To placeher honour guard on the dais was done only when hostileparties met for parley. This not overtly being the case, Jiro'sbodyguard must remain by the door. Mara's most trustedhouse servant plied her noble guest with a bowl to wash hishands, and a towel. He politely inquired what Jiro wouldprefer to drink, his timing perfectly arranged to keep theguest occupied with trivia. The Lady of the Acoma spokebefore Jiro could seize the chance to regroup. 'Since a manwould not require so many soldiers on a visit to console hisbrother's widow, I presume your father has some messagefor me?'

 

Jiro stiffened. He recovered his bearing with admirablecontrol and looked up; Mara had struck hard and to theheart. She had turned the memory of the brother who haddied to further Acoma standing in the game back upon him,and also implied that Jiro wished to 'console' his brother'swidow in a manner more intimate than Tsurani customfound acceptable - and further, that he was nothing morethan his father's errand boy. It was the verbal equivalent of aslap to the face. The look the Anasati son turned upon herwas icy and possessed a fathomless hatred.
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Mara hid a shiver. By Nacoya's white-lipped stillness, shewas aware that she had made a mistake; she had alsounderestimated Jiro's enmity. This boy despised her with apassion beyond his years. In his cold silence, Mara realizedhe would lurk like the poisonous relli of the swamps, bidinghis time until he saw his opening. He would not moveagainst her until his trap was perfected and he wasabsolutely certain of his victory.

 

'I will not repeat the rumours concerning my Lady'spreference in lovers since the loss of her noble husband,' Jirosaid with a diction so clear that, while not overloud, couldbe understood by even the door servants. To emphasize howdemeaning the matter was, he raised his drink and sippedwith a steady hand. 'And, yes, I did leave off an importanttrade transaction in Sulan-Qu to stop here, by' my father'ssuggestion. He has heard of secret meetings between certaincouncil members that he believes might indicate plots thatpose danger to his grandson, Ayaki. As regent to the Acomaheir, you are being sent a warning.'

 

'Your words are vague,' Nacoya pointed out with theacerbity of an elder who has lived long enough to see many ayouth succumb to folly. Using a tone well practised from herdays as a servant in the nursery, she added,'Since neither theAnasati nor the Acoma stand to gain if Ayaki fails to inherithis Lordship, I suggest you be more specific.'

Jiro inclined his head with the barest suggestion of malice.'My father is not privy to these plots, First Adviser, dearestLady. His allies have not spoken directly to him, which hebelieves might be due to heavy bribes. But he has eyes andears in strategic places that see and hear for him, and hewished you to know that factions who are partial to theMinwanabi have met more than once in secret. TheOmechan were heard to compliment Lord Desio's restraintin the face of Acoma affront, and while they are powerful,their dependence upon Minwanabi goodwill in the Alliance
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for War makes them chary of losing supporters at this time.More than the Omechan applaud Desio's cold-bloodedplanning, and that approval works against your heir'sinterests. In short, you have few allies voicing support in theHigh Council.'

 

Mara waved for a servant to carry away the refreshmenttray, which Jiro had not touched. Although she regrettedprovoking Jican's disappointment that the finest fruits in thekitchens should be spurned, she was too tense to indulgeherself. She did not like the way Jiro's eyes darted about,taking in every detail of the Acoma hall, servants, andguardsmen. His interest held the hunger of an officer in anenemy camp who gathered information in preparation for anassault. Never as straightforward as his elder brother,Halesco, Jiro thought in subtleties that were rooted inambition. Mara strove to sort out how much of what he spokewas truth, and how much was exaggeration designed to scareher. 'What you say is not exactly unknown to me,Jiro, at leastin general. Surely your father need not have sent you fromyour important transaction to tell me these things,' sheventured, testing. 'A bonded messenger might have sufficed.'

Jiro returned a detached poise. 'This is a family matter,'he replied. 'My father wished you to understand that theplot within the council is deeply disguised, and clever. Hewould not compromise his sources by trusting a hiredrunner. The sending of a bonded guildsman would remainon public record, and watching enemies would know. Desiohas paid to have every guildbook in Sulan-Qu open for hisinspection. A message from Anasati sources would be tooobvious.'Jiro inclined his head with the barest suggestion ofirony. 'But none would question an uncle who stops to visita fatherless nephew.'

 

'Not even one who interrupts an important transaction topay social calls on a three-year-old?' Nacoya intercededpolitely.
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Jiro did not even blush, which required commendablecontrol. 'We are none of us in a position to trade accusations,as the First Adviser to my brother's widow shouldremember. Besides, what harm if Desio thinks we sharesecrets? He can only imagine what they may be.' His look atMara was a disturbing mix of covetousness and hatred.

Mara regarded Jiro with a searching stare until he couldnot but feel uncomfortable. His family had treatedBuntokapi as an awkward afterthought; it had been theirown neglect of his education that had permitted her anopening to exploit. Although the fact that she had takenadvantage of a man's frustrated desires and clumsiness didnot make her proud, Mara had reviewed the situationthrough eyes tempered by regret; she knew she did bear allthe guilt by herself.

 

. .

 

Tired of Jiro's intensity, and more stung than she dared toadmit at his implied slander of Kevin, Mara prompted anend to the visit. 'l thank you for the news of Desio'scompromising the commercial guilds - that is valuable toknow. And of the Omechan willingness to pander to theMinwanabi. You have done your duty by your father, nonecould say different. I would not delay you from completingyour important transactions in Sulan-Qu.'

 

Jiro returned the driest smile, and anticipated her closingline. 'Unless I should wish to stay for a meal, which yourservants would take elaborate and lengthy pains toprepare?' He inclined his head in the negative. 'Yourcompany has no compare. But I am forced by circumstancesto decline. I shall be on my way.'

 

'Without so much as setting eyes on the fatherless nephewyou came to visit,' Nacoya interjected. More pointedly drythan usual, she turned shrewd eyes on her mistress. 'Yourguest sets great store by your security, my Lady, that he feelsconfident no rumours of this will reach the wrong ears.'

Now Jiro did change colour, but his pallor was more due
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to annoyance than embarrassment. He rose and bowedshortly to Mara. 'I see that the regent for the Acoma heirlearns much by keeping the company of sour old women.'

'They keep impertinent young men in their places farmore readily than their younger, prettier sisters.' Mara rosealso. 'Return my regards to your father, Jiro.'

The fact that the young noble bore no title before hisname plainly vexed him no end. Given this insight into whatmight have motivated his bitterness, Mara saw her guest tothe door. He climbed into his litter without once lookingback at her, and snapped his curtains closed the instant shecompleted the obligatory words wishing a departing guestsafe journey. As the bearers bore up their haughty burden,and the Anasati soldiers formed into columns and begantheir departure down the lane, Nacoya sighed with relief.'Thank the gods you did not marry that one, daughter of myheart. He is much too clever for his own good.'

'He bears me no friendship, that much is certain.' Maraturned back into the cooler shadow of the house, her browstightened into a frown.

 

Nacoya regarded her mistress keenly. 'What did youexpect, after you chose his younger brother over him ? Fromthe first instant you and Tecuma agreed to your handfastwith Buntokapi, that boy began to hate. He consideredhimself the better candidate for your title, and he will carrythat grudge to his dying day. More, he hates doubly becauseat the root he desires you. He would take you still, shouldyou but allow him your teed.' then the old woman sighed.'Yet after, he would still kill you, daughter, for I think thisone has been permanently twisted by envy.'

 

Mara captured a strayed wisp of hair, then lowered herhand, the rare metal bracelet on her wrist jangling.'Lashima's folly, but men's pride is easily bruised!' Her eyesbetrayed pain that had nothing to do with Jiro's anger overher past rejection of him.
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Nacoya shook a finger at her. 'You're thinking of thatno-good barbarian again.'

 

Mara ignored the accusation. 'Kevin has nothing to dowith this. Why should Jiro come all this way, and take suchelaborate lengths to provoke me, all on the excuse of somenot so very well documented clandestine meetings withinthe council?' '

 

Now Nacoya looked shocked. 'My Lady, you would dowell to heed Lord Tecuma's warning - his spies may not beas widespread as yours, but they are no less gifted. Nevermind that Jiro's passions clouded the delivery. You stand invery grave danger.'

 

Mara dismissed her First Adviser's concern with irritation. 'Nacoya, surely I have enough of real import on mymind without burdening myself with trivia. If there wasplotting afoot in the council, surely Arakasi's networkwould keep me informed of the fact.'

 

Sunlight fell through a half-opened screen, catching theFirst Adviser's face like some wizened caricature of a cameo.'Lady,' she said gravely, 'you rely far more on Arakasi'sspies than you should. They are only men. They cannot seeinto Desio's mind, and they cannot hear every whisper thatis exchanged in dark corners behind closed doors. They canbe in only so many places at one time. And as mortal men,they may be corrupted or misled.'

 

'Nacoya, you worry beyond duty's call. You have mypermission to retire and pursue some recreation.' WhileNacoya completed a stiff-backed bow, Mara pulled at herheavy robes. She wanted a bath and a change, and maybesome players to make her laugh. Her morning with the cho jaseemed very far away. Jiro's icily schooled antagonismbothered her far more than Tecuma's concerns with thecouncil; and she missed Kevin, unbearably. Starved for hisfriendly company in a way that made her ache, sheimpulsively sent her runner to fetch a scribe. When the man
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she.had summoned made his bow, burdened down withchalks and slates, she cut his courtesy short with a gesture.'Go out to the new needra fields and observe the workers.Make a transcription of everything that happens there, withparticular regard for the redheaded man who is slavemaster. I wish to know all that he does and says, so that Imay evaluate the efficiency of his work team.'

The scribe bowed low over his satchel. It was not his placeto question his mistress's will; but he left with a puzzledlook, for the Lady concerned herself with a detail that wasnormally her hadonra's responsibility. In the days he hadserved since apprenticeship, the scribe had never received sounusual a request.

 

8

 

Reconciliation

 

Tasaio smiled. !

 

Startled by his unusual expression, the Lord of theMinwanabi watched suspiciously as his cousin crossed thegrand hall upon his return from his trip downriver. Then,recalling that Sulan-Qu was the city nearest the Acomaestates, Desio recovered his wits. 'What has passed?' heinquired as his cousin paused and bowed before the dais, notthe large one with its throne, but a cushioned level off to oneside reserved for less formal occasions where Desio was notforced to loom over his councillors.

 

To one side, Force Commander Irrilandi waited withoutresentment to listen to the man who had supplanted him ineverything but title. Tasaio was both nobly born and abrilliant field commander; as the Warlord's second-in-commandin the campaign on the barbarian world, he wassurrogate for Desio as Clan Warchief. By Tsurani tradition,service to such greatness could bring only honour to theMinwanabi.

 

'My Lord,' said Tasaio, rising in full and flawless courtesybefore his cousin, 'it has begun.'

 

Desio tensed with anticipation. Inspired by his cousin'sexample, he had undertaken to practise the martialtraditions. As he sat in his finery on a brocaded mat, hiswaistline sagged less, and his florid face had lost its puppyishappearance. Diligent work on his swordsmanship hadimproved his skills to the point where his sparring partnersneed not offer a blatant opening to allow their Lord thevictory. Desio no longer cut a comic figure when he worearmour for ceremonies; the older servants whispered among
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themselves that the boy carried himself at least as well as hisfather, Jingu, had in his youth and perhaps was even moremanly.

 

Physical prowess was not the least of Desio's gains. InTasaio's absence, he had successfully pressed his claim asWarchief of Clan Shonshoni, the first public step towardrecovering the prestige surrendered upon his father's death.More assured than ever before, Desio drew himself up to fullheight. Afternoon sun from the skylight slashed down uponhis shoulders, raising sparkles from his precious ornaments.'Tell me the details!'

 

Tasaio handed his helm to a waiting servant. He ruffledsweat-slicked hair from his temples, then began unbucklinghis gauntlets while he spoke. 'We have again received wordfrom Mara's clansman.' Two servants rushed forward; onepoured water from a ewer into the bowl held by the other.Without break, Tasaio rinsed hands and face, then allowedhimself to be dried by a third servant. 'They would considerthe utter obliteration of Mara's house a difficult proposition,but they are also disinclined to incur our wrath shouldthey discover it an accomplished fact.'

 

The servant folded the soiled linen and departed, whilefrom the shadowed alcove beside Desio's cushions Incomothrust forth a withered hand. 'My Lord, it is as Bruli of theKehotara claimed.'

 

With novel lack of petulance, Desio allowed his FirstAdviser to continue. 'Clan Hadama is politically factioned.They squabble among themselves enough that they never keepcommon war council. They will seek no quarrel with ClanShonshoni, yet we must be cautious. We must not grant themincentive to unite. In the heat of crisis, I suggest they would putaside differences and come to Mara's aid should she call uponclan honour with any justification. We must ensure we givethem no such cause lest we face an entire clan. We would beforced to marshal Clan Shonshoni in turn.'
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'Any conflict of that magnitude would bring interventionfrom the Assembly of Magicians,' Tasaio pointed out.'Which would be disastrous.' He flicked a fingernail thatharboured an invisible fleck of dirt. 'So we act withcircumspection, and after Mara and her son are dead, ClanHadama will cluck their collective tongues, mouth regrets,and go about their usual business, yes?'

 

Desio held up his hand for silence and considered.

Incomo withheld his urge to press counsel, pleased by hisLord's newfound maturity. Tasaio's influence had proved agift of the gods, for the young Lord seemed on his way tobecoming the confident, decisive leader not seen in theMinwanabi great hall since his grandfather's reign.

Now sensitive to nuance, the Lord surmised, 'So you havedetermined the moment to spring the first part of our trap?'

Tasaio smiled again, broadly and slowly as a sarcat'syawn. 'Less time than I had anticipated. But not as swiftly aswe would like. Word must be passed through the Acomaspies that we are moving to attack their cursed silkshipments.'

 

Desio nodded. 'Logical choice. We were punished enoughby the chaos caused by their surprise entry into the silkauction. Mara's advisers will readily believe that we raid toregain some lost wealth and damage her ill-gotten profits.'

Tasaio fingered the marks left by his gauntlet straps, yet ifthis was a sign of eagerness, the rest of his demeanour stayedcool. 'On your word, should we let it be known that"bandits" will raid the caravan heading down the river roadto Jamar?'

 

Once Desio would have nodded in transparent eagerness.Now he frowned in concentration. 'Foot troops will not beenough. Be sure to send the impression that we hold boats inreadiness as well. Should Mara's hadonra reroute thecaravan by barge, have her understand that river "pirates"will fall upon them.'
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'But of course, my Lord!' Tasaio no longer needed to actas if the suggestion were novel. 'Such tactics will forceKeyoke to send a strongly guarded decoy caravan by themain highway, while he personally escorts a small, fastmovingband of wagons across Tuscalora lands.'

 

'Where will you take him?' Desio asked, intense concentrationon his face.

 

Tasaio signalled the runner slave, who in turn summonedthe aide who waited outside the main hall. The warriorentered, bearing a heavy roll of parchment. He made properobeisance before his Lord, then threw his burden to thefloor, where two servants rushed to unroll it.

Tasaio drew his sword. In a short, neat movement, heindicated the meandering blue line that represented the riverGagajin. 'Once through Sulan-Qu, Mara will send herwagons southward on the Great River Road, or else she willput them aboard barges and take the water route. She willdraw much attention upon this false caravan, so she will notrisk her real wares to follow through the woodlands to theeast of her holdings. It is too close to the false cargo.' Hissword scratched across the river that offered the mainavenue of trade through the heart of the Empire; east andwest, major roads were inked in red lines. 'Here,' saidTasaio, stabbing his sword at a minor line twining southfrom the Acoma border. 'Keyoke is certain to cross souththrough Tuscalora lands and pass through the foothills ofthe Kyamaka Mountains. He will make for the delta northof the Great Swamp, and continue directly for Jamar,gateway to the southern markets.'

 

Leaning forward over the chart, Desio anticipated him.'You'll attack in the foothills?'

 

Tasaio tapped his weapon at a serpentine bend in theroad. 'At this narrow pass. Once into it, Keyoke's forces canbe bottled up at both ends, and with the Red God's blessing,no Acoma warrior will survive.'
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Desio tapped his full lips with a finger, silent. 'But Maramight keep her Force Commander with her. Suppose herStrike Leader, Lujan, is sent in Keyoke's place?'

Tasaio shrugged. 'Mare has shown cleverness in trade,but in battle she must delegate command. Her optionsbesides Keyoke and Lujan are a half-blind old strike leadersoon to retire and two others newly promoted. She'll do theonly intelligent thing: send her proven officers with her twocaravans and trust her cho-ja allies' raw power to protecther home estates.'

 

Yet Desio was not satisfied. 'Can we arrange an accidentfor Lujan, also?'

 

Tasaio considered this with abstracted interest. 'Difficult.Mara's soldiers will be expecting trouble, and even a giftedassassin would be unlikely to get near their commander.'

'Unless . . .' Desio arose from his mat and squatted on thestair above the map. After a studied moment, he said,'Whatif we arrange to have our young Strike Leader come rushingdown to aid his commander?'

 

Tasaio's eyes widened. 'You'll need to be clearer, myLord.'

 

Pleased to have surprised his cousin even slightly, Desios* his chin on clenched knuckles. 'We "expose" one Acomaspy, torture him enough to convince him we're serious, andwhile doing so, brag about our trap - we'll even tell himwhere it will occur. Then, at the moment Keyoke cannot berecalled, we'll let him escape.'

 

Tasaio's face was expressionless. 'And he'll run home tothe Acoma.' Deliberate in his movements as always, hereturned his sword to his scabbard. The click as thelaminated blade slid home resounded through the nearemptyhall.

 

'About here,' Desio went on, shifting position to touch

the river road line with his toe, 'just to the south of SulanQu,our released spy will encounter Lujan and his caravan.
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By then the Acoma Strike Leader will be jumping atevery sound, expecting our overdue ambush. When hehears that Keyoke is the real target, he'll turn his armyand race downriver to try a rescue.' Smugly Desioconcluded, 'By the time relief arrives, Keyoke will bedead and our men in position to ambush Lujan's force.'

Tasaio's lips thinned in serious doubt. 'I think the plan abit overbold, my Lord. Removing Keyoke with his littletroop should pose no problem, but Lujan will becommanding as many as three companies of a hundred,hundred and twenty men each, hot for a battle.'

Desio brushed such concerns away. 'At the worst,Lujan will prove too difficult a foe and we'll withdraw,leaving Keyoke dead and the Acoma's most likely newForce Commander shamed by his failure to effect arescue.

 

'Better,' Desio finished, a finger upraised for emphasis,'with a little luck, we could remove at one stroke the onlyother able field commander the Acoma bitch has. That'sworth the risk.'

 

'My Lord-' Tasaio began.

 

'Do it!' Desio shouted, overriding his cousin's caution.Then, with all his lordly authority, he calmly repeated hiscommand. 'Do it, cousin.'

 

Tasaio bowed his head, turned, and left. While the aidewho had carried the map hurried belatedly to catch up,Desio motioned to Incomo. 'I shall be drilling with mypersonal guard for the next hour. Afterwards I shallbathe. Instruct the hadonra to have serving girls ready.Then I shall dine.'

 

Uncaring that he had demeaned his First Adviser withinstructions more suitably put to a body servant, the Lordof the Minwanabi arose. Slaves hastened to set crumpledcushions to rights and to clear away trays that helddiscarded fruit rinds. Force Commander Irrilandi, in hisorange-plumed helm, trailed his master unobtrusively from
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the hall. Incomo watched with narrowed eyes. As thedoors boomed closed, and only slaves and servantsremained, he bent his leathery neck and regarded themap still spread on the floor by the dais, creased nowwhere the Lord had trodden across it. Incomo descendedthe stair. Posed like a shore bird with one foot in LashProvince and the other poised over the border to Hokani,he shook his head sharply. 'If Lujan is a fool, our Lord isa genius,' he mused to himself. 'But if Lujan is a genius . ..'He pored over the map and muttered, 'Now if ourheadstrong young Lord would listen, I would-'

 

'I see several problems,' a crisp voice interjected.

Startled by Tasaio's silent return, Incomo jerked hischin upward. 'You might explain.'

 

Tasaio pointed. 'I came for the map.'

 

Incomo removed himself from the parchment as ifwalking on eggs. Tasaio was dangerously annoyed, and ifhe chose to elucidate, he would do so best withoutbadgering.

 

Tasaio motioned, and his aide knelt down to roll thechart. The First Adviser waited, still with patience.

'What could go wrong?' said Tasaio in candour. Hetook the rolled map from his officer and slung it casuallyunder his arm. 'M.y cousin's boldness does him honour ashead of the clan. However, he depends far too much onevents proceeding as Minwanabi desires would havethem. From experience I suggest it is wiser to prepare forthe worst.'

 

'Then you expect the double raid to go wrong,' Incomoprodded, skilfully implying a defeat that Tasaio wouldface death rather than to allow.

 

Tasaio lifted tawny, black-lashed eyes and returned amerciless stare. 'I will not be able to stay and lead thisraid to ensure that things will go right. Nevertheless, it isoften said that battles are won and lost before the firstarrow is shot. The Acoma will certainly emerge withlosses. I will spend my last hours before I depart forDustari preparing for
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every imaginable contingency, and our Force Commanderwill receive instructions as detailed as I can make them.Irrilandi was Keyoke's boyhood friend and knows histemper. He should be able to anticipate which actionKeyoke will take in response to our efforts. If I give Irrilandidetailed instructions for each option, he will emergevictorious.'

 

Incomo bristled at the doubt implied in Irrilandi's skills;still, the criticism was fair relative to the man who had beenthe Warlord's Subcommander, the First Adviser concededas Tasaio and his aide marched smartly from the hall.Desio's cousin was probably the most skilled field officer inthe Empire, having earned a reputation for valour andcunning in the rise of the Minwanabi under Jingu, thenrefining his natural talents through four years commandingthe Alliance for War on the barbarian world.

 

Incomo sighed, his only sign of regret that after one lastnight of planning, this gifted young noble would depart byriver to begin this journey across the Sea of Blood to theruins at Banganok. There Tasaio would join the menalready in camp with the desert raiders, to effect the secondstage of the plot to be set in motion by the silk raid. Thecampaign against the Xacatecas in Dustari must be steppedup, else the demand for an Acoma relief force could never bebribed through the council. Assigned the more demeaningworries of bath water and pretty serving girls, theMinwanabi First Adviser skirted a sweeper as bent as time,and shuffled his way out of the vast hall.

 

Mara paced. She spun in a tight circle, repressed an impulseto kick a pillow, and said, 'Call him back. At once!'

The scribe, whose slates lay in a disorderly stack by thedesk in the Lady's study, bowed low and touched hisforehead to the floor. 'Your will, Mistress.' He scramblederect and hurried from the room, too intimidated by Mara's
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anger to resent the fact that she had ordered him off to thefarthest reaches of the estate as though he possessed arunner slave's fitness.

 

As the servant's footsteps dwindled down the passage,Nacoya clucked in reproof. 'Daughter, the troubles youshoulder are difficult, but that should not let you takeliberties. You have worked yourself into a deplorable state.'

Mara whirled, white with fury. 'Old woman, yourpattering is most unwelcome.'

 

Nacoya raised a furrowed brow. 'Worry has made youunreasonable.' Her gaze fastened unerringly upon Kevin'sname, repeatedly scribed on the slates strewn around thefloor. Narrowing her eyes as if trying to peer into her fosterdaughter's heart, the former nurse said, 'Or love has.'

Now Mara did kick the cushion. It sailed through thescreen and through close-woven branches of akasi; flowerpetals exploded in profusion, and a cloud of pollenshowered the floor. 'Old woman, you try me beyondtolerance! Love has nothing to do with this. I'm angrybecause I allowed myself to send him away out of fear, andcowardice of any sort is unacceptable.'

 

Nacoya fastened at once on the key phrase. 'Fear . . . abarbarian slave?'

 

'I feared his blasphemous opinions on the working ofFate's Wheel, and the effect that attitude might have uponmy son. And I'm put out with myself for feeling this. Kevin ismy property, is he not? I may have him sold or killed at mywhim, yes?' Mara sighed in frustration. 'For these last twomonths I've had his behaviour watched, and he hasconducted himself well. The fields are at long last clear, andnot one of his countrymen has been hanged to speed thingsalong. And the entire time he has shown the proper respecttoward his superiors.'

 

Nacoya's sternness softened. She considered her mistress's fevered eyes and the flush on her cheeks, then
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regrettably concluded that little more could be done. Thegirl had come to love the barbarian. Though Mara stilldidn't understand that fact yet, neither tact nor reason couldturn back time. Against any sane judgment, Kevin would beback by nightfall.

 

Nacoya shut her eyes in long-suffering patience. Thetiming could hardly be worse, with news of a comingMinwanabi offensive just delivered from Arakasi's ablehands. But one could not fault a young woman for turningto comfort in a crisis. Nacoya could only pray that Marawould tire of the slave quickly, or at least learn that nothingmore than sexual release could come from such a relationship.The Lady must see reason, and give attention to moreappropriate suitors. Once married to a man of rank, firm onher seat as Ruling Lady with a fit consort at her side, Maracould sleep with anyone she chose - her husband mustaccept this was a right of her office, as mistresses would befor a Ruling Lord. But finding a consort, that was theproblem.

 

Since the shaming of poor Bruli of the Kehotara a yearbefore, most young noblemen shied clear of the Ruling Ladyof the Acoma; Tsurani street gossip consistently took thebreath away with its detailed accounts of what occurred insupposedly private bedchambers. While only a handful ofservants had witnessed Bruli's embarrassment, within daysevery street vendor in the Central Provinces had repeatedthe tale.

 

Perhaps some potential suitors had learned of thatincident and decided the strong-willed Lady was moretrouble than her wealth and title were worth, or perhapslingering suspicions regarding Lord Buntokapi's dishonourand death kept others away. Certainly a majority ofpotential suitors were simply waiting to see if Mara survivedmuch longer.

 

Even someone as overt in his interest as Hokanu of the
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Shinzawai could not be expected to wait while Maraindulged in her follies. Each night that Mara dallied withKevin was an hour she was unavailable to entertain noblesons. Nacoya threw up crabbed hands and made a disgustedsound through her nose. 'M,y Lady, if you must call himback, at least ask the herb woman to mix you a potion ofbarrenness. Bed sport is all to the good, but not if you havethe misfortune to conceive accidentally.'

 

'Out!' Mare flushed red, then paled, then blushed again. 'Iam calling my slave back for reprimand, not to indulge hisrampant lust!'

 

Nacoya bowed and beat a retreat as quickly as her ancientbones allowed. In the hall she sighed. Reprimand for what?For being efficient and showing respect to his betters? Forextracting more work from his barbarian countrymen thananyone else had been able to do? With a look of unbreakablepatience, Nacoya walked to the servants' building andcalled upon the herb woman herself, to ensure that an elixirof teriko weed would be left in the Lady's room by nightfall.With the Minwanabi hot for Acoma blood, all the familyneeded for folly was a Ruling Lady burdened with apregnancy.

 

The afternoon was well spent by the time the exhaustedscribe returned from the farthest meadows accompanied byKevin the barbarian. Having forgotten she had sent otherthan a runner slave on the errand, Mara's temper had notimproved with the delay, nor at the realization her judgmenthad been clouded by emotion. Hungry, but too nettled toeat, she waited in her study, while a poet whose verse shehad not listened to for the better part of two hours read froma seat on the bare wooden floor. Mara waved him silent eachtime she heard footsteps in the corridor. The poet resumedwith feigned patience each time the tread turned out to bethat of a passing servant. If not for the great Lady's
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patronage, he would be on the streets in Sulan-Qu' trying toeke out a living composing verse for passersby. When theexpected party arrived at last, he graciously bowed at hisdismissal; Mara was generous in her ways, and if he feltslighted by her inattention through the afternoon, shewould make up the discourtesy to him later.

 

Cued by striding footfalls, accompanied by the quickpatter of feet as a much shorter servant attempted to keep upwith the long-legged barbarian, Mara bade the pair enterbefore either had a chance to knock. The nearly incapacitatedscribe pushed the screen open, his face bright red as hegasped, 'Lady . . . Kevin.'

 

Too preoccupied to be contrite, Mara dismissed him torest and leave her alone with her slave. When the screenclicked shut, she regarded Kevin, framed in the space beforethe doorway. For a long moment neither spoke, then Maramade a curt gesture for the barbarian to step closer.

Kevin complied, deeply suntanned and freckled over thenose, his blue eyes in startling contrast to his darkened skin.His hair had bleached red-gold, and the untrimmed ends fellcurling to his shoulders. He wore no shirt. Hours spentdigging with his work crews had left him callused andheavily muscled across the back and arms. The intensity ofthe summer's heat had taken its due: his preciousMidkemian-style trousers had been hacked short at thethigh, and his knees showed old scars and new scratchesfrom the briers. Absorbed with taking in details, andunprepared for the leap of her heart as she saw him againafter so long, Mara did not anticipate his anger.

Kevin bowed with insulting brevity. He locked gaze withher and gestured in his un-Tsurani fashion. 'What do youwant of me, Lady?' He fairly spat out the title.

Mara stiffened on her cushions and the colour left herface. 'How dare you speak so to me?' she whispered, barelyable to speak.
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'And why should I not?' Kevin shot back. 'You push meabout like a chess . . . shah pawn! Here! There! Now hereagain, because it suits you, but never one word of why, andnever one second of warning! I've done as you've bid- notfor love of you, but to save the lives of my countrymen.'

Startled into the defensive, Mara broke poise and foundherself near apology, as she attempted to justify her acts.'But I gave you promotion to slave master and allowed youcharge of your Midkemian companions.' She gestured at theslates. 'You used your authority to see them comfortable. Isee they have been eating jigabird and needra steak and freshfruits and vegetables along with their thyza mush.'

Kevin threw up his hands. 'If you work your men at heavylabour, you've got to feed them, or they weaken and take ill.That's common sense. And those fields are a lousy place tobe, filled with stinging flies and insects, and all manner ofsix-legged pests. Any kind of cut gets infected in this climate.You think my men have been enjoying banquets - you trysleeping on the ground out there, where the dust chokesyour nostrils, and what passes for slugs and snails on thisgodforsaken world invading your blankets after dark. Andwhen you do rid your kit of guests, you lie awake unable tocatch a breath of air.'

 

Mara's eyes darkened. 'You will all sleep wherever I bid,and keep your complaints to yourselves.'

 

Kevin tossed back his untrimmed bangs, the better toglower at her. 'Your damned trees got cleared, and thefences are nearly complete - give me another week. That'ssomething, considering our Tsurani counterparts wilt andtake siesta every time the sun crosses the zenith.'

'That does not give you leave to take liberties,' Marasnapped. She caught her voice rising, and controlled herselfwith an effort.

 

'Liberties, is it?' Kevin sat down without permission.Even then she had to look up to him, and that gave himperverse satisfaction.
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Mara reached out, picked up one of the slates scattered ather feet, and read: 'The barbarian's words to the overseer asfollows: "Do that again and I'll rip off your . . . balls, youLying son of a ditch monkey."' Mara paused, sighed, andadded, 'Whatever a "ditch monkey" is, my overseer took itas an insult.'

 

'It was intended that way,' Kevin interrupted.

Mara's frown darkened. 'The overseer is a free man, youare a slave, and it is not permissible for slaves to insult freeworkers.'

 

'Your overseer is a cheat,' Kevin accused. 'He steals youblind, and when I found that the new issue of clothing formy men went to the markets to line the man's pockets, whilethey continued to wear rags, I-'

 

'Threatened to stuff his ripped-off manhood between histeeth,' Mare interjected. She touched the slate. 'It's all here.'

Kevin said something rude in Midkemian. 'Lady, you hadno business spying on me.'

 

Mara's brows rose. 'About my overseer you happened tobe right. He has been punished for his thefts, but as tospying, these are my estates, and what happens is certainlymy affair. It is not spying to oversee one's estate operations.'She paused, about to say more, then changed course. 'Thisinterview did not begin as I had planned.'

 

'You expected me to come back to you with kisses aftersending me off like that? After months of breaking my backlabouring to get fences built, under a threat of death for menwhose only crime was to suffer from heat and malnourishment?'Kevin said another word in Midkemian, this oneshort and to the point. 'Lady, I might be forced to serve asyour slave, but that doesn't make me a mindless puppet.'

Mara bridled again, controlled herself, then threw up herhands in a manner more Kevin's than her own. 'I hadintended to compliment you on your work team's efficiencyYour methods might be unorthodox, even rough by ourstandards, but you got results.'
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Kevin regarded her keenly, his mouth a compressed line.'Lady, I can't believe, after being silent so long, you calledme all the way back here to give me a pat on the head.'

Now Mara felt confused. Why had she called him back?Had she forgotten how much of a distraction he could be,with his outspoken barbarities and headstrong manners?She felt his anger toward her,'and his bleak and frustratedresentment. Having smoothed over the intensity of him inher memories, she tried to distance his presence, and theappalling havoc he was playing with her heart and mind.

'No, I did not call you back here for compliments. You arehere because' - she glanced around, apparently seekingsomething, while she calmed herself, then reached out andselected another slate, the one that had touched off her furyin the first place -'of fence rails.'

 

Kevin rolled his eyes, his hands clamped hard enough tobring white marks out on his forearms. 'If I'm going to builda fence, I'm not going to do it with rotten posts that will falldown in the wet season sure's there are flies in the fields. Ican see me sitting here being lectured for shoddy"barbarian" workmanship. Not to mention the fact thatnext year I'll be stuck with repairing the miserable job.'

'What you'll be doing next year is not your concern.'Mara fanned herself with the slate. However she tried, shecould not seem to control this conversation. 'But taking themerchant who sells us the posts and tying him upside downover the river by the feet is an outrage.'

 

Kevin unlocked his hands, folded his arms across hischest, and looked smug. 'Oh? I thought it was perfectjustice. If the post held, the merchant stayed dry. If the woodwas unsound, he got a dunking. Made him think twice,when we pulled him out of the water, about selling us

inferior lumber.'

 

'You shamed my name!' Mara broke in. 'The man youdunked happened to come from a guild house, and an
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honourable family, even if they are not noble. Jican had topay significant compensation to redress the injury done tothe man's dignity.'

 

Now Kevin sprang to his feet with the sudden wild gracethat always startled Mara. He paced the floor. 'That's what Idon't understand about you Tsurani,, he shouted, shakingan accusatory finger in the air.'You're obviously cultured,educated, and the factors you have in your service aren'tstupid. But this confounded honour code you have, it makesme crazy. You cut off your toes to spite your feet with it,keep Lying, lazy, or just plain incompetents in positions ofauthority because they happen to be born to an honourablehouse while better men are wasted in jobs of low demandand reward.' He spun in a tight stride and faced Mara. 'Nowonder your father and brother got killed! If your peoplethought in straight logic, instead of in tangles of duty andtradition, your loved ones might still be alive.'

Mara went white. Kevin didn't notice, but went onshouting, 'And my people from the Kingdom might not be insuch straits were your generals to play a straight war. Butno, they advance here, savage a town without mercy, thenretreat for no apparent reason and go off and ravagesomeplace else. Then they camp for months and donothing.'

 

Mara fought to hold her ebbing composure. 'Are yousaying my people are fools?' Vivid in her mind were thememories of the family killed through Minwanabitreachery. The thought that fate might have provided meansto bring them home alive, if Tsurani honour had beensomehow ignored, was cause for unanticipated anguish.Though the loss by now was six years past, the grief stilllingered.

 

Kevin drew breath to answer, but Mara interrupted. 'Sayno more.' Her voice broke over the words, and tears welledin her eyes. Daughter of a proud heritage, she tried to rein
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them in, but did not succeed. She averted her face to hide thisshame, but not quite quickly enough.

 

Kevin saw the sparkle in her eyes, and his anger abruptlydrained away. He knelt down and reached an awkwardhand toward her shoulder. 'Lady,' he said, his tone gonegritty with honesty. 'I never intended to hurt you. Mostly Iwas mad because I thought I pleased you, before you sent meaway.' He took a deep breath and shrugged. 'I am only aman, and like most, I don't like to find out I'm wrong.'

'You weren't wrong.' Mara spoke softly, without turningher head. 'But you frightened me. Many of your ideas areconstructive, but others are an affront to the gods - to what Ibelieve in. I would not see the Acoma be ground down intothe dust because I listened to your outworld "logic" to theexclusion of wisdom, and spurned divine law.'

 

Her shoulder spasmed with a sob, and Kevin's heart wentout to her. Had he stopped to think, he would havehesitated, but analysing emotions was not his habit. Hegathered her small, tense form into his arms. 'Mara,' hespoke softly, into her hair. 'Sometimes powerful, greedymen interpret the laws of heaven to suit themselves. I'velearned a bit of your gods from your countrymen. YourLashima is much like our Kilian, and Kilian is a kind andloving goddess. Do you think Lashima in her generositywould shrivel the hands on your wrists if you took pity andgave coins to the poor?'

 

Mara shivered in his grip. 'I don't know. Please say nomore. Keyoke and Lujan lead our warriors to counter aMinwanabi offensive, and at such a time the Acoma mustnot tempt the gods' anger.'

 

His hands gentled her, pulled her around to face him. Hiscalluses felt rough, and his person and his hair smelled ofsun-warmed sweat and meadow grass. Yet the feel of hisskin upon hers made her heart race. Finding a calm in hispresence that until now had eluded her, Mara wrinkled hernose. 'You need a bath.'
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'Do l?'Kevin drew her closer and lingeringly kissed Ilips. 'I missed you, though I'm foolish to admit it.'

Mara's body burned in response and she leaned into hifeeling his strength. The pressure of his hands on her fleshmade her throw caution, and Nacoya's advice, to the win<'I missed you also. Maybe we both need a bath.'

Kevin's face split into a grin. 'Here? Now?'

 

Mara clapped her hands, and servants rushed in, ready ~answer whatever request she might choose. Impishly, dLady of the Acoma looked up at the tall barbarian who heher. 'Call my attendants and have them draw bath waterAs an afterthought, she added, 'And erase these slates. Theycontain information that could start a rebellion, and I donwant my other slaves to learn impertinence, as this one has.As the servants hurried about their assigned tasks, shereached up and touched the scratch of stubble that grew oKevin's cheeks and chin. 'I don't know what it is that I see in

you, dangerous man.'

 

Unaccustomed to sharing intimacies in a room filled withbustling activity, Kevin flushed beneath his tan. One by onehe pulled out the pins that bound up Mara's hair. When therich locks fell free, he reached into the midnight mass andused it to screen both of their faces from public view.'You're quite the Ruling Lady,' he murmured into thescented gloom, and their next kiss swept away reason.Letting his hands slide playfully along the curve of her neck,he felt her shiver in delight and anticipation. Whispering inher ear, he said, 'And, sorry sod that I am, I have missed you. . . Lady.'

 

Mara moved far enough away to see if his expression wasmocking, but instead she read something in his eyes thatcaused a weakness to flow through her. Leaning against hishard body, the sunburn on his chest hot against her cheek,she answered back, 'And I have missed you, my barbarian.Gods, how I've missed you.'
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Ambush

 

Keyoke motioned a halt. ~

 

Behind him, the first heavily laden silk wagons creaked toa standstill, the stamp of the needra teams scattering ochredust on the breeze. Keyoke blinked grit from his eyes. Theweight of his much-used battle armour made his knees acheand his back cramp; getting too old for campaign in thefield, he thought.

 

Yet the warrior within him prevailed. Neither age norfatigue reflected in Keyoke's stance as he turned keen eyestoward the crest of the hill and scanned the roadway ahead.To the men who stood in neat ranks behind their officers,Keyoke was as he had always been: a craggy, sun-beatenfigure that seemed carved from indestructible rock.

Ahead, the trail wound like a looped cord throughpromontories of cracked granite; dirt lay rutted where therainy season had gouged away soil loosened by needrahooves and caravan wheels. But the rise ahead of the passwas not empty, as it should have been. Against a sky foggedwith dust, Keyoke perceived movement, and a sparkle ofsunlit green armour. A trailbreaker had lingered in wait forthe caravan, sure sign that something was amiss.

Keyoke motioned to his newly promoted Strike Leader, ashort man with a scar that marred an eyebrow, namedDakhatj ~Pass the word to be ready.'

 

The order was superfluous. Warriors stood poised in theirlines, hands rested lightly on sword hilts. They had marchedat the ready since leaving friendly borders. Not one had beenlulled by the uneventful passage of days or the fatigue oflevering wagon wheels mired in the ruts of ill-kept mountain
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roads. These lands were rife with bandits, and laid out bythe gods for ambush.

 

Mara's finest soldiers had been selected to escort theprecious silk to Jamar, for while attack was expected uponthe decoy wagons, they were defended by a large force.Should Keyoke's small band encounter battle, each warriorwould be required to fight like two. And no one doubtedthat the scout who waited in the roadway meant trouble.The trailbreakers had been men who had once foraged inthese very hills as grey warriors. They knew these valleysand would not be jumping at shadows.

 

Keyoke motioned broadly, and the scout up aheaddisappeared. Moments later, he arrived at the head of thecaravan striding out of the roadside brush with the silence ofsun-moved shadow. He paused before his Force Commanderand gave a stiff nod of respect to Keyoke and

Dakhati.

 

'Report, Wiallo,' Keyoke said. His body might feel itsburden of years and service, but his memory was yet sharp;he made a point of knowing every soldier's name.

The scout passed a last, uneasy glance over the slope, thenspoke. 'I've hunted here often, sir. Before evening, mulaksand kojir birds should be flying above the lake beyond thatridge.' He indicated the sun-dappled shade of the forest.'And sanaro, li, and other songbirds should never be quiet atthis hour.' He glanced meaningfully toward Keyoke. 'I donot like the silence and the sound of the wind.'

Keyoke knuckled back his helmet, letting a gust of breezeevaporate the perspiration under his hair. Then, slow anddeliberate, his seamed fingers tightened the chin strap.Veteran Acoma warriors knew their Force Commanderprepared for a fight. 'Other birds roost in those trees, do youthink?'

 

Wiallo grinned. 'Large birds, Force Commander. Oneswho wear dogs' tails instead of feathers.'
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Dakhati licked his teeth, uneasy. 'Minwanabi, orbandits?'

 

Wiallo's smile died. 'Grey warriors would give thiscompany a wide berth.'

 

Keyoke snapped his chin strap tab through the keeperunder his jawbone. 'Minwanabi, then. Where would they belikely to hit us?' ~

 

Wiallo frowned. 'A clever commander would see us overthis next small rise.' He pointed at the ridge that rose like aknife cut against late-day haze. 'About halfway up the slopeon the far side of the next valley, the road rises sharply againand snakes through a chain of steep gullies.'

 

Keyoke nodded. 'The enemy would keep to higherground, while we, under bowfire, would be forced to whipthe needra uphill over rocks to escape.' His clear, eyes metthose of Wiallo. 'That's where I would strike, with afollow-up company to plug the valley from the rear, and cutoff our chance of retreat.' He glanced around. 'They aremost likely infiltrating behind us right now.'

Behind the rows of nervous soldiers, a needra bawled.Traces creaked, and a carter cursed, and a patter of runningfootsteps approached.

 

'Make way! A scout returns!' somebody called from therear.

 

Neat ranks parted, and a warrior stumbled through,white-faced and gasping for breath.

 

Dakhati stepped forward and caught the runner as herocked unsteadily to a stop. 'Force Commander!'

Keyoke turned with a calm he did not feel. 'Speak clearly.'

'Soldiers upon the road behind us.' The man dragged in a

painful breath. 'Perhaps a hundred, a hundred and fifty, andCorjazun says he recognized their officer. Minwanabi.'

Keyoke's first reaction was a softly spoken 'Damn.' thenhe touched the heaving shoulder of the runner and added,'Well done. Is this army travelling covertly?'
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The runner scrubbed his palm over his salt-wet brow.'They march openly. We estimated the troop size by thecloud of dust they raised.'

 

Keyoke's eyes narrowed. Briskly he concluded, 'That's noraiding band; that's a company strength, a hundred men atleast, to drive us into the trap.'

 

Dakhati ventured an opinion. 'If we have an ambushwaiting for us, and an army closing from behind -'

'They knew we were coming,' finished Keyoke. Theimplications were chilling, but academic, unless someonesurvived to warn Lady Mara she had an intelligence leakwithin her household. 'I hate to abandon the silk wagons,but if we don't, we're all sacrifices to the Red God and thesilk's lost anyway.' The Force Commander prepared todeliver grim orders.

 

A touch from Wiallo stopped him.

 

'Force Commander,' offered the onetime grey warrior.'There might be another way.'

 

'Tell me quickly,' Keyoke demanded.

 

'There's a foot trail hidden by boulders near the base of thisrise. It leads to a narrow canyon that bandits used as a camp.The wagons cannot pass, but the silk could be hidden, and theposition at least offers hope. There is only one entrance, andthat can be defended with very small numbers of men.'

Keyoke's gaze shifted to the horizon, as if searching forsign of the army that approached to destroy them. 'Howlong could we last there? Long enough to get word to LadyMara? Or to recall Lujan?'

 

Wiallo was silent. He said, on a frank note,'A message,perhaps, to our mistress. Long enough to hold until reliefarrives from home? The Minwanabi could force their waythrough if they were willing to endure a terrible slaughter.'

Dakhati slapped his thigh in a startling display of anger.'What honour to abandon that which we are pledged todefend?'
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Curtly Keyoke said, 'The wagons are lost in any event. Wecannot defend them and sally against a hundred men in theopen.' More important, Mara must not go uninformed ofMinwanabi's access to her secrets. No, better we make astand, and send a messenger while the Minwanabi are keptoccupied at the canyon.

 

Lashima's wisdom guide Us all, Keyoke prayed inwardly.Then he raised his voice and said, 'There are better ways todefend a trust than to fight to the death before letting theenemy seize the prize.' He added a swift string of orders.

The soldiers made a display of relaxing. They removedtheir helms and shared refreshment from the bucket anddipper carried around by the water boy. They gathered inknots, and told jokes, and laughed as though nothing underthe sky could be wrong; while behind them servants workedswiftly to unleash the covers from the wagons, and bundlethe precious silk bales inside. Wiallo showed them where therocks dipped into crevices. A third of the silk was quicklyhidden out of sight and covered with brush, but roomremained for no more. The-servants redistributed whatremained in the wagons, and spread the covers to hide thegaps. Then Keyoke shouted, and the soldiers formed up, andthe caravan creaked forward once again. The companywound downward from the crest into a valley mantled anddeep with late afternoon shadows.

 

The caravan reached the base of the hill, and the needrabawled as the drovers reined them in once again. Throughthe rising pall of their own dust, Keyoke squinted behindand saw a sky gone light with the gold of coming sunset; butthe heights they had recently left were now marred with acloud of dull grey. A moment later, a scout confirmed hisforeboding over that patch of dirty sky.

 

'It's dust kicked up by marching soldiers. The Minwanabitire of waiting,' the runner reported breathlessly. 'Perhapsthey think we camp here.'
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Keyoke pursed creased lips. He waved for Dakhati'sattention and called, 'We'll need to hurry.' Then, feelingevery mile his feet had travelled, the Force Commanderwatched his Strike Leader give orders. In an unusualmoment of reflection, he wished for Papewaio's intuitivepresence. But Pape was dead, murdered by a Minwanabiassassin while defending Mara. Keyoke hoped he wouldaccomplish as much. For he had no illusions: he knew thatevery warrior here would likely meet the Red God on theend of a Minwanabi weapon.

 

Masked from observation by the trees, the silk wasunloaded, the needra unhitched. Then, with poles cut fromthe forest, the Acoma soldiers levered the wagons onto theirsides, forming a barrier behind which twenty archers tookcover. These men volunteered to stay behind and fight to thedeath, buying time for the rest of the company to make theirway to Wiallo's canyon. That such a haven might not exist,or that the ex-grey warrior could have mistaken its location,posed a possible disaster no one spoke of.

 

Sunlight left the valley early but held the heights in brightaspect like fingers dipped in gilt. The dust raised by theMinwanabi army deepened the gloom down below.

 

Keyoke ordered, 'Let every man carry as much of the silkas he may.' Wiallo returned a puzzled glance. Keyoke said,'Those bolts can be better used to stop arrows, or build abulwark against a charge. Now have the servants lead theneedra, and guide us quickly to this canyon.'

 

Soldiers with silk bales piled on their shoulders marchedbetween drovers and servants who whipped the balkyneedra over a ragged barrier of boulders. Darkness fell fast,and the footing was poor. The gutted remains of the caravanmoved over treacherous terrain, pushing past branches thatwhipped and caught at armour, and over gullies thatgrabbed at the ankles. Several times men fell, though not oneuttered an oath. In silence they arose and gathered up their
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dropped bundles, and pressed forward into brush-denseforest.

 

By moonrise the company reached a narrow defile in thetrail. Here forest vines clutched at the trees as if they soughtto strangle, and from their choking outgrowth thrust anupstanding promontory of rock on either side.

 

'The canyon lies just ahead, perhaps three bowshots fromthat formation,' Wiallo said.

 

Keyoke peered through the gloom and made out aboulder that bulked like an overhang above the path. Heraised his hand, and the column behind came to a halt.

A bird called and fell silent; no way to determine whetherthe creature wore feathers or armour. Keyoke touched twoof the nearest warriors and waved them forward. 'Standguard here. The moment you see any sign of pursuit, one ofyou send me word.'

 

The chosen men shed their bundles and assumed theirposts without protest. Keyoke saluted their bravery andwished he had time to say more. But words could not lightennecessity: when the Minwanabi marched on their position,one man would race with the warning, and the other woulddie to provide his colleague enough of a lead to get through.Mara would be proud, the Force Commander ' thoughtsadly.

 

The company and its servants scrambled along the trail.They moved in the half-dark like men driven by demons. Ata narrow V in the rocks, where each man needed to scrambleon hands and knees and have his bundled goods passed

through, and the needra had to be forced against theirnature to jump downward, Keyoke waved Wiallo to hisside. Above the bawling of frightened animals, he asked,'What chance you could make your way cross-country fromhere to our Lady?'

 

Wiallo shrugged in impassive Tsurani modesty. 'I knowthis area as well as any man, Force Commander. But, in the
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dark, with Minwanabi soldiers coming from all sides? ii~shadow would need the gods' favour to pass unseen.' i'

The squealing bawl of a needra momentarily defeated)thought. Keyoke glanced to one side and pointed to a slight:"overhang. 'Then climb up there and hide. When theMinwanabi dogs march past, judge your moment and)double back to the main road. Make your way swiftly to the:estate. Tell Lady Mara where the goods have been hidden.~;When it is clear the Minwanabi are close to breakingthrough, I shall burn the silk we carry. With luck, ourenemies will assume we have destroyed all to deny themspoils. Most important, tell our mistress that we have beenbetrayed; we may have a spy in our house. Now go.'

Honoured at being chosen for the important assignment,Wiallo nodded smartly and began to climb. At the top of theboulder, he removed his helm and crouched to avoid beingseen by the enemies soon to pass below. Staring downward,Wiallo called, 'May the gods preserve you, Force Commander;send many Minwanabi dogs to the halls of

Turakamu tonight!'

 

Keyoke returned a quick nod. 'And may Chochocanguide your steps.'

 

The next man in line gathered up Wiallo's abandonedbolt of silk and stoically resumed his march. Silent, grim,and too preoccupied to dwell on his aches, Keyoke bent hisknees and crawled over ground turned jagged with gravel.With the reek of needra droppings sharp in his nose, hewormed under the stone outcrop and pressed forward tolead his struggling company.

 

The night deepened, and the moonlight flashed andvanished behind a rim of black rock. Insects chittered in aforest where night birds did not sing, and the windwhispered secrets in the leaves. Men moved like ghoststhrough the mist-shrouded defile, their feet sliding to findpurchase upon wet roots and moss-covered rocks. The clack
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of lacquered armour echoed down the ravine, cut by thewhine of the hide whips the drovers used to prod the needra.Of the soldiers and servants hurrying through the night,none reached the small canyon without bloodied arms andknees, and the needra stood shivering and lamed, their coatsrankly matted with sweat.

 

Under starlight, Keyoke issued brisk orders as he surveyedthe canyon where they would make their stand. Menshed their loads of silk and began to throw up a barricade ofboulders, logs, and earth dug in haste from the stream bed,between the water-smoothed walls of rock that formed atthe canyon's entrance. Servants slew needra and piled thestill-kicking carcasses into breastworks to provide coverfrom the archers that would surely be deployed above themon the canyon's rim. The night air grew thick with the reekof fresh blood and the heavier odour of excrement.

Keyoke ordered the servants to butcher one of thecarcasses, and build a small fire to cook and dry the meat.Soldiers could not fight without sustenance. Finally, soldiersstacked the bolts of precious silks like a palisade in a hollowto the rear of the canyon. Piled before the rise of the cliffwall, the beautiful, iridescent rolls of cloth would serve as aniche to fall back to, in the extremity of a final stand.

Then, hoarse from calling orders, Keyoke knelt before apool of water fed by a small waterfall that splashed throughan unscalable cleft in the rim. He unstrapped his helm,rinsed his parched face, then did up the buckle with handsthat betrayed him by shaking. He was not afraid; he had ledcharges in too many battles to fear any death by the blade.No, it was age, and weariness, and sorrow for his Lady thatset his fingers trembling at their task. Keyoke checked hissword, and then his knives in their sheaths, and lastly lookedup to find the water boy with his dipper awaiting a turn atthe brook. The boy was also shaking, though his shoulderswere held straight as any man's.
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Proud of even the smallest member of his companyKeyoke said, 'We have enough water here to last as long sue'we need. See that the soldiers drink deeply.' ~;

The boy managed an unsteady smile. 'Yes, ForceCommander.' He splashed his pail into the pool, as ready todie for his mistress as the most hardened soldier.

Keyoke arose and turned his gaze over the bustlingactivity, the servants huddled over the smothered campfires,the warriors on guard at the barricades; there was no laxityin discipline. These soldiers resisted the novice's tendency tolook toward the light; they needed no reminder to knowtheir survival depended upon unspoiled night vision.Keyoke sighed imperceptibly, knowing nothing was left tobe done but to make rounds and give encouragement to menwho knew their lives were measured now in hours.

Keyoke swallowed needra steak whose juices held nosavour. To the cook who took his empty plate he said, 'Bemy spokesman to the servants; should the Minwanabi breakpast our front barricade, and our last soldiers lie dying, usethe shields to scoop up the burning brands and hurl theminto the silk. Then throw yourselves at the Minwanabi, thatthey must kill you with swords and grant you honourabledeaths.'

 

The cook bowed his head in abject gratitude. 'Youhonour us, Force Commander.'

 

Keyoke returned a smile. 'You will honour your Lady andyour house by carrying out your orders. In this you must belike warriors.'

 

The old man, whose name Keyoke couldn't recall, said,'We shall not fail Lady Mara's trust, Force Commander.'

Keyoke had given orders that one man in every threeshould move to the rear of the narrow canyon and eat aquick meal. The second company had finished eating, andnow the third took their places near the campfire. StrikeLeader Dakhati held back as Keyoke left the cook fire. In
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barely suppressed uneasiness, the younger officer fingeredthe unblooded crest of his officer's plume. 'What are yourtactics, Force Commander?'

 

Keyoke glanced one last time around the gully thatalready smelled like carrion, now rendered grey, black, andflickering orange by the blaze of shielded fires. Since nothingmore could be done, he answered with clipped deliberation.

We wait. Then we fight.'

 

With a wariness learned during his years as a bandit leader,First Strike Leader Lujan scanned the perimeter. Themoonlight shone down much too brightly, and the flatlandsalong the river road were open, not at all to his liking for apitched fight. But level ground gave him the advantage ofseeing an enemy's approach, and he had at his .commandevery soldier that could be spared from Mara's estate. Itwould take a major assault by at least three full companiesof warriors to break through the circled wagons. And theMinwanabi would need to send no fewer than five hundredmen to be certain of victory. Nonetheless, Lujan suffered anuneasy stomach and an urge to pace. Again he reviewed hisdefences, studying the archers atop the wagons, and foundnothing amiss as cooks cleaned up after the evening meal.His foreboding did not lessen, but only increased, for battlewas long overdue.

 

The Minwanabi should have struck by now. At first lighttomorrow his caravan would roll toward the gates ofSulan-Qu The report from Arakasi's spy said a majorattack was a certainty. And to Lujan's practised militarymind, the most likely site for ambush had been a forestedbend in the road passed uneventfully the previous afternoonThat left a night attack, for it was inconceivable theMinwanabi would try to seize the caravan inside the city.

Again Lujan surveyed the road. His instincts screamedthat something was wrong. For lack of anything better to do
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save sleep, he walked the perimeter, and as he had done onlyminutes before, he spoke a quiet word with guards whowere growing edgy from his repeated surveillance. Hisworry was hampering the vigilance of the sentries, Lujanknew.

 

The Strike Leader passed through the narrow corridorbetween the backs of his guards and the rows of leatherlashedwagons shielding the central fires, the needra pickets,and the men who slept in shifts. The wagons were laden withthyza bags under their linen coverings; for appearance'ssake, two bolts of silk showed beneath one bulging, mix-tiedcorner. The cloth glistened by moonlight, smooth as waterand opulently perfect in quality.

 

Lujan fingered his sword. He repeatedly reviewed what heknew and couldn't escape the same conclusion: the delayedattack made no sense. After sunrise, the enemy would beforced to wait until the caravan left the gates on the southroad to Jamar. Ambush then would be complicated by thepossibility that the cargo might be loaded onto barges andsent downriver by water. Could the Minwanabi havemounted two forces, one on shore and one on boats toattack upon the river? They had enough warriors, godsknew. But battle on the swift-flowing Gagajin would posedifficulties

'

Strike Leader!' hissed a nearby sentry.

 

Lujan's sword left its sheath, seemingly by its ownvolition. The Acoma Strike Leader forced a calm he did notfeel into his words as he urged the man to speak.

'Look there. Someone comes.'

 

Lujan cursed his nerves, which had caused him to face thefires but a moment before to inspect his sleeping men; nowhe waited impatiently for his night vision to return. Shortlyhe made out a lone figure down the road from their position.

'He staggers like he's drunk,' observed the sentry. Theapproaching man stumbled unsteadily on his feet. His stride
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was awkward, as if he could not use the heel of his right foot,and the arm at his side swung slack like something gutted.

As he closed the last few yards, and came into the light,Lujan saw that he wore a bloodstained loincloth andclutched a rag of a shirt over his shoulders. His deadenedeyes did not register the presence of soldiers or campedcaravan. Lujan said, 'He's not drunk - he's half-dead.'

Lujan motioned a nearby warrior to accompany him as hestepped away from the perimeter. Together, officer andsoldier caught the man by his shoulder and upper arm, andthe half-held shirt fell away to reveal a chain of bruises,overlaid with scabs and dusty clots of dried blood. Lookingin horror at a face that showed no expression, Lujan forcedhis breath past his teeth. This man had been beaten tomadness.

 

'Who did this?' demanded the Strike Leader.

 

The man blinked, worked his lips and seemed to emergefrom a daze. 'Water,' he whispered hoarsely, as if he hadbeen screaming, full-throated, and for a long time. Lujancalled a servant to fetch a waterskin, then gently eased theinjured man to the ground. Something inside the manseemed to break as he drank. His abused legs quivered in the

dust, and suddenly he was fainting. The soldier's stronghands propped him upright, and the servant splashed wateron his wrists and face. Dust and blood rinsed away to revealmore bruises, and a sickening smell of burned flesh.

'Gods,' said the soldier. 'Who did this?'

 

Ignoring his abused state, the man attempted to rise.'Must go,' he muttered, though it was clear he could notcontinue.

 

Lujan ordered two warriors to lift the man up and carryhim through the wagons to a fire. Settled on a blanket, andexposed at last to the light, the extent of what he hadsuffered was revealed. No portion of his body had beenspared from torment. The tale was told in ugly lesions,
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ragged at the edges where caustic solutions had beenapplied; the hand wrapped in the shirt tatters was a mass of ~blackened burns and without fingernails; and the skin over ~)sensitive nerve centres was congested and purple with ~bruising. Whoever had tortured this man had been an artist iof pain, for while the man yet survived, several times duringthe process he must have begged for passage to the halls o fTurakamu.

 

Lujan spoke softly in sympathy.'Who are you?'

 

The man's eyes struggled to focus. 'I must warn her,' heinsisted in a voice made feverish by pain.

 

'Warn?' asked Lujan.

 

'I must warn my Lady . . .'

 

Lujan knelt and bent closer to the man, whose voice grewfaint. 'Who is your Lady?'

 

The man thrashed feebly against the soldier's grasp, thenseemed to weaken. 'Lady Mara.'

 

Lujan glanced at the soldiers who stood upon either side.'Do you know this man?' he questioned quickly.

A warrior from the old Acoma garrison indicated he hadnever seen the wounded man, and he knew every servant bysight.

 

Lujan motioned the others to stand away and leaneddown. Near the man's ear he whispered,'Akasis bloom . . .'

The man struggled upright and fixed a bright, feveredgaze on Lujan's face. '. . . in my lady's dooryard,' hemuttered back. 'The sharpest thorns . . .'

 

Lujan finished, '. . . protect sweet blossoms.'

'Gods, gods, you're Acoma,' said the man in relief. For aninstant it looked as if he might shame himself, and cry.

Lujan rested his knuckles on his knees. His eyes neverstrayed from the tortured man's face as he called for thehealer to dress and bind the wounds. 'You are one of myLady's agents,' he concluded softly.

 

The man managed a nearly imperceptible nod. 'Until a
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few days ago. 1...' He paused, winced, and seemed tomaintain lucidity with an effort. 'I am Kanil. I served in theMinwanabi household. I carried food to Desio's table andstood by to meet his demands. Much of . . .' His voice faded.

Gently as possible Lujan said,'Slowly. Tell us slowly. Wehave all night to listen.'

 

The injured servant jerked his chin violently in thenegative, then sank back into a faint.

 

'Give him air, and tell the healer to bring a restorative torouse him,' Lujan snapped. A warrior hurried off to comply,while the men who had been steadying the man gently easeda blanket under his head. Moments later the healer arrived,unlimbering his bundled box of medicines and bandages.He quickly prepared and pressed a strong-smelling medicineto the unconscious man's nose. He roused with a groan andthrashed his arms.

 

Lujan caught his tortured gaze. 'Tell me. You werediscovered.'

 

'Somehow.' The man blinked, as if trapped by unpleasantmemories. 'The First Adviser, Incomo, found out I was anAcoma agent.'

 

Lujan said nothing. Besides the Spy Master, only fourpeople in the Acoma household, Mara, Nacoya, Keyoke,and himself, knew the passwords, changed at irregularintervals, that would identify an Acoma agent. The possibilitycould not be dismissed that this man might be a

Minwanabi impostor. Only Arakasi would know for certain.If torture could force the password from the real agent,any number of enemy warriors might agree to this abuse toruin the Acoma.

 

Kanil clawed weakly at Lujan's wrist. 'I don't know howthey found me out. They called for me and then took me tothis room.' He swallowed hard. 'They tortured me . . .1 lostconsciouSness and when I awoke I was alone. The door wasunguarded. I don't know why. Perhaps they thought I was
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dead. Many Minwanabi soldiers were rushing to boaboats and cross the lake. I crept out of the room in whichwas a prisoner and stowed away on a supply boat. I passeout, and when I was again conscious, the flotilla was dockedat Sulan-Qu. There were only two guards at the far end

the docks, so I slipped off into the city.'

 

'Strike Leader Lujan,' the healer interjected, 'if you'question this man too long, his survival may be threatened

At the mention of Lujan's name, Kanil stirred in sudden'and shattering agitation. 'Oh, gods!' he whispered hoarsely'This is the false caravan.'

 

Lujan's only betrayal of shock was a tightening of hishand on his sword hilt. Taut, dangerous, and wary, h'ignored the healer's plea and leaned close to the man. Toosoftly he said, 'For what reason would the Spy Masterinform you of this deception?' ~

 

The man lay uncaring of his peril. Whispering, he said,'Arakasi didn't. The Minwanabi know! They laughed andboasted of what they knew of Lady Mara's plan while theytortured me.'

 

Chilled by this answer, Lujan pressed, 'Do they knowabout the real silk shipment?'

 

Kanil returned a painful nod. 'They do. They sent threehundred men to plunder it.'

 

Lujan stood. Curbing an impulse to fling his plumed helmto the ground, he cried, 'Damn the fickleness of the gods!'

Then, aware of curious eyes that turned in his direction,he waved healer and soldiers away, leaving him alone withthe tortured man. Night wind stirred the fire. Kneeling,Lujan seized Kanil by the back of the neck and hauled hisbattered face near to his own so they might speak withoutbeing overheard. 'Upon your soul and life, do you knowwhere?'

 

Tremors coursed through Kanil's body. But his eyes weresteady as he said, 'The attack will happen on the road
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through the Kyamaka Mountains, beyond the Tuscaloraborder, in a place where wagons must climb up out of adepression toward a western ridge. That is all I know.'

Lujan stared unseeing into features ravaged by enemies.He thought with a clarity that came on him in moments ofcrisis, and reviewed every dell and hideout and cranny heremembered in the mountains 'where he had once led hisband of grey warriors. There were many an army might usefor an ambush. Yet only one place that was suitable forconcealment of three full companies matched the description.As if dreaming, Lujan said, 'How long ago did theMinwanabi dogs pass Sulan-Qu?'

 

Kanil's head sagged sideways. 'A day, perhaps two. Icannot say. I fainted in a hovel in the city, and the gods onlyknow how long I lay unconscious - an hour or perhaps a fullday.' He closed his eyes, too spent to add more; and thestrength of purpose that had sustained him drained awaywith the deliverance of his message. Lujan lowered hishands and settled the limp head on blood-marked blankets.He made no protest as the healer hurried forward and beganto tend the man.

 

Lujan completed his inner calculations. Knotted insidewith concealed rage, he shouted loudly enough to wake themost sluggish of the sleeping servants. 'Break camp!'

To the worried presence of his subcommander he added,'Assign a patrol and wagon to take this man to Lady Mara inthe morning, and then detail half a company to see the restof the wagons safely to our warehouses in Sulan-Qu atdawn.'

 

The officer saluted. 'Yes, Strike Leader.'

 

'The rest of us march now,' Lujan finished. He wasted nobreath with elaboration; every second counted. For if theMinwanabi attacked Keyoke in the pass, there was only oneplace to make a stand. The bandits' canyon would be knownto the scouts; but in the heat of ambush and battle, had any
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of them found the chance to mention its presence? Curse ofTurakamu, Lujan thought. The silk could be lost already,and Keyoke might at this moment be a corpse staringsightless at stars. Only a fool would hold to hope, and onlyan even greater fool would risk another two companies . . .yet Lujan could not conceive of any alternative but action.

For Lujan loved Mara with a devotion deeper than life:she had returned him to honour from the meaninglessexistence of a grey warrior. And the Force CommanderLujan had come to admire with the affection a son reservesfor a father had become ensnared in a Minwanabi trap.Keyoke had embraced the tattered soldiers from Lujan'sband as if they had been born to Acoma green, and he hadsupported Lujan's promotion to First Strike Leader with afair judgment few men maintained in old age. Keyoke wasmore than a commanding officer; he was a teacher with arare talent for sharing, and for listening.

 

Looking southward with eyes flat as pebbles, Lujan raisedhis voice to his company. 'We march! And if we must stealevery boat and barge in Sulan-Qu to make passage southward,we shall! By dawn I want to be on the river, and beforeanother day passes, I want to be hunting dogs in the foothillsof the Kyamakas!'

 

The forest was silent. Night birds did not cry, and the high,steep rim of the canyon cut off even the whisper of wind.Except for a brief hour when the moon had crossed thenarrow slice of sky overhead, the darkness was unrelenting.

Keyoke refused all pleas to unbank the fires, though theair was chill at this altitude and the lightly clothed servantsshivered. Soldiers sought to snatch sleep in full armour ondamp ground, while others stood at their posts, carefullylistening.

 

Only unwelcome sounds reached their ears: the scrape ofdisturbed stones and the muffled grunts of effort as climbers
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tested canyon walls in the dark. The enemy had arrived, butthe wait, most cruelly, did not end.

 

Keyoke remained by the barricade, his face impassive asold wood. Committed to battle in a place he had never seenin daylight, the Acoma Force Commander prayed thatWiallo's assessment had been accurate: that the cliffs abovewere too steep to descend. As it was, Keyoke could do littlebut detail sentries to follow the rattling falls of pebbles setoff by men prowling the heights. Once his soldiers weregratified by a muffled cry and the thud of a fallen body. Thecorpse that lay sprawled in the canyon was raggedlydressed, but too well fed and kempt for a bandit; hisweapons were first-quality and stamped with the maker'smark of an armourer well known in Szetac Province. Nofurther proof was needed. That craftsman's trade suppliedthe Minwanabi, as his forebears had for several generations.

Keyoke squinted at stars and found them paling. Dawnwas approaching, and soon the enemy would have lightenough to try arrows. Keyoke knew that if the MinwanabiForce Commander, Irrilandi, opposed him, he would havearchers in crannies in the rock against any counterattack oneof Irrilandi's more predictable tendencies was always tobe ready for a counteroffensive. Come daylight, his archerscould fire blindly down into the ravine. Most bowshaftsmight fall harmlessly, but some might strike chance targets.A secondary but nonetheless pressing worry was theshortage of healers' herbs and unguents. The wagons hadcarried little by way of supplies, and no healers travelledwith the soldiers.

 

The assault came as the Kelewanese sky brightened tojade green in the east. The first wave of Minwanabi soldiersstruck the rough barricade with a battle scream thatshattered the stillness. They could charge only four abreastthrough the rock passage, and their attempt to climb thebreastwork brought them swift death on Acoma swords and
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spears. Yet the enemy came on, climbing over dead anddying comrades in bloodthirsty waves. At least a dozenMinwanabi soldiers lay fallen before the first Acomawarrior took a wound; almost before his sword faltered, ~fresh man shouldered forward to take his place. Minwanabiarchers fired ineffectively over their comrades' heads. ,'

For nearly an hour the enemy hammered at the barricadeBy ones and threes they died, until the corpses lay close tohundred deep. Acoma casualties numbered fewer thandozen injured and only one dead. Keyoke detailed servantsto give what care they could to the injured. Althoughmovement within the canyon was hampered by the insistentfall of enemy arrows, no man who took wounds for Acoma*honour was permitted to lie without care. -w

 

Keyoke raised his voice to Dakhati. 'Bring up freshsoldiers to the barricade.' ~

 

Dakhati dashed to relay the order. Within minutes therelief company undertook the defence of the barricade, an'the Acoma Strike Leader brought word back. 'The enemy'are making little progress, Force Commander. They've tried:having men crawl on their bellies to pull away some of thedead, and to undermine our breastworks. If they trysappers, vwe're in trouble.'

 

Keyoke shook his head. 'Sappers are useless here. The soilis sandy, yes, but the water lies too close to the surface andthere is not enough room for engineers to dig.' The ForceCommander pushed his helm back to fan cool air on hisscalp. The chill of mountain night had fled, and thebreezeless canyon warmed under even the earliest sunlight.'Our flimsy breastworks are the greater problem. If theycharge the line, and send men behind the assault to pull atthe breastwork . . . Put spearmen on their knees behind thefirst line, and see if they can discourage any such activity.'

Dakhati hastened to effect this deterrent.

 

Keyoke surveyed the rest of his defences, his plumed head
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held high despite the arrows arcing overhead. Most shaftsbounced off the sheer walls of the canyon, but a few speddownward. One struck a handspan from Keyoke, but hebarely noticed. As if the quivering shaft by his foot had noexistence, he motioned for servants to carry water to hisfighting men. Then he surveyed his command yet again.

The Minwanabi seemed frantic to engage the Acoma.Why? Keyoke considered. If the canyon was defensible, itwas also a trap. The Minwanabi would pay dearly to enter,but the Acoma would die attempting to leave. An attackernot pressed to haste would be better to sit and wait, holdingthe canyon until starvation forced the defenders to desperation,then let Acoma bodies be the ones piling up at the baseof the barricade as hunger drove them to escape. Keyokereviewed what he knew of his opponent: Irrilandi was in noway stupid - he'd been competent enough to remain theMinwanabi Force Commander for nearly two decades-andin this foray he was almost certain to be operating underbattle orders from Tasaio. Why should two men so skilled inwar spend men by the hundreds? To capture the silk wouldbe no mortal blow to the Acoma and certainly not worth thelives that would be sacrificed before the sun reached midheaven.Time must be a factor, but why?

 

Disturbed, Keyoke turned away from unanswerablequestions and selected soldiers for the next rotation. Beforeeach warrior took his turn behind the barricade, Keyokeinspected weapons and armour, and briefly placed a handupon each lacquered shoulder guard. He spoke quiet wordsof encouragement, then sent the relief forward. There theywaited, until a weary Acoma warrior would step back and hisreplacement move forward, the change taking only amoment.

 

Keyoke assessed the blood-spattered soldiers whoremoved their helmets and washed sweat-soaked hair andfaces in the creek. He decided to step up the rotation. The
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Minwanabi were still able to send only four men at a timeagainst the barricade, and the spearmen had held off an

further attempts to destroy the fortification of tangledbranches and rocks. Better to keep the men as fresh a

possible, Keyoke judged.

A sudden shout arose from behind Minwanabi line

Uncertain what this might signify, Keyoke signalled everyman in the canyon to stand ready. Strike Leader Dakhati~hastened to his Force Commander's side, sword pointed at'the barricade. But no foray came against the defenders.~,Rather than choke the defile with more soldiers,

Minwanabi unexpectedly withdrew.

 

Dakhati expelled a pent breath. 'Perhaps they tired ofseeing their men die for naught.'

 

Keyoke shrugged, noncommittal. Retreat was notIrrilandi's style, and certainly not Tasaio's. 'Perhaps,' heconceded. 'But our enemies were willing enough to wastelives until this moment.'

 

On the verge of speaking, Dakhati fell abruptly still as anobject was launched into the air from a point beyond thecanyon's rim. Dark against the daylight sky, it came flyinginto the gully, a bundle of soaked rags and knots. It struckthe hard dirt and rolled, servants scattering from its path incase it contained a nest of stinging insects - an old siege trick- or something equally unpleasant. Keyoke signalled andDakhati moved to investigate. The Strike Leader lifted thebundle and unwrapped it. When he pulled away the last turnof cloth, his lips tightened and his face blanched greybeneath his tan.

 

As Dakhati glanced up, Keyoke nodded almost imperceptibly. His Strike Leader covered the bundle in response.'It's Wiallo's head,' he murmured softly.

 

'I thought so.' Keyoke's voice betrayed no hint that heshared the same hopeless, helpless rage. Mara, he thought, youand Ayaki are in grave danger and I can do nothing to help.
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Equally mindful of the threat to the Acoma household,Dakhati added more. 'They included a bit of rope, so wemight know they hanged him before they cut his head off.'

Keyoke repressed a flinch at the mention of an honourlessend. 'Wiallo told them he was a deserter, no doubt. He mayhave been hanged, but he died with courage. I'll attest tothat before the Red God himself.'

 

Dakhati nodded grimly. 'Your orders, Force

Commander?'

 

Keyoke did not answer immediately. He was painedbeyond measure by the fate of his messenger to Mara; thecanyon was sealed, irrevocably. Now no one could win freeto warn her of the spy unnoticed in her house. His bitternesscame near to showing as he said, 'Only to stand ready andkill as many Minwanabi as possible. And to die like men ofthe Acoma.'

 

Dakhati saluted and returned to the barricade.

The assaults continued through the day, halting only toallow the Minwanabi to regroup and send fresh soldiers intothe van. They no longer made pretence of being outlaws,Keyoke observed with old hatred. The ranks that assaultedthe breastwork now wore orange-and-black armour.Dedicated to their mission, the enemy warriors threwthemselves against the Acoma defenders; they died anddied, until the flow of their lifeblood soaked the soil andmixed into sucking mud. The Minwanabi were not the onlycasualtieS. Acoma soldiers fell also, more slowly, but with afinality that wore away at their numbers.

 

Keyoke tallied eleven dead and another seven woundedbeyond the ability to serve. He estimated this had cost theMinwanabi ten times that number dead or critically injured.

More than a company of slain enemies would rise to sing ofhis valour when Keyoke's soul stood in judgment before theRed God, but he despaired to be sent in defeat, that his
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mistress might never discover that her security network b]been breached until too late. For while Lujan was a quickenough study that Keyoke counted him a fit successor ~lForce Commander, he was untested in large battles, and

Keyoke forced himself away from agonizing over th:31There was no profit in it. He approached the senior servd'How fare our stores?'

 

The man bowed. 'If our soldiers take minimum rationswe have ample food for several days.' ~

 

Keyoke considered a moment. 'Double the ration.,instead. I doubt we'll survive for several days. ThMinwanabi seem determined to waste lives as a drunker'spends centis in a tavern.'

 

Shouting arose from the canyon mouth, and Keyoke spunaround, his sword out of its scabbard with the speed oreflex. Minwanabi soldiers had contrived to gain a positionon a ledge behind their own lines, and archers were shootingat the heads of the Acoma defenders, forcing them downwhile the attackers at the barricades threw shields across thebodies of fallen comrades to enable them to leap over the topinto the canyon.

 

The first Minwanabi soldier attempted the jump only toland upon a ready Acoma spear, but the soldier who madethe kill took an arrow for his trouble. Keyoke whirled andshouted to Dakhati, who stood by with a reserve company.'Prepare to sortie!'

 

Dakhati called his men into ranks. ~

 

To the men at the barricade, Keyoke shouted, 'Withdraw!'

 

The defenders fell back in tight order, and a pair ofMinwanabi soldiers sprang into the clear space behind thebarricade, only to crumple as Acoma archers cut themdown. The grating sound of rocks and heavy branchespushed across stone resounded through the canyon as the
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training was unfinished.

 

Minwanabi attempted to force through the barricade.Keyoke issued a command and a pair of husky servantshauled on ropes tied to the end of the heavy log that was themainstay of the defences. The tree trunk drew aside, and thebarricade gave way. Branches and rock shoring burstinward, and off-balance Minwanabi soldiers fell forwardonto their faces.

 

Keyoke showed his teeth in satisfaction, just as Dakhaticalled for the charge, hurling his company at a run into theastonished and ragged line of attackers. The fresh Acomareserve pushed the vanguard back, while archers on theAcoma flanks fired upon their Minwanabi counterparts.The air was alive with arrows, thick enough to shadow thesunlight that now beat unmercifully from above; with theenemy unable to fan out past the rocks, their concentratednumbers made them easy targets. Within moments theorange-and-black arrows ceased.

 

The vigorous assault by the Acoma drove the Minwanabiup the defile, and Keyoke called the next wave of soldiersforward. They rushed to the breached barricade, pulled thedead from the branches and rocks, and threw Minwanabi aswell as Acoma corpses into the canyon. Servants stoodready to s;rip the fallen of armour and arms, savinganything that might be turned to Acoma use. Swords thatwere not too badly damaged, shields and daggers, anoccasional hip bag of food - all were quickly added to theAcoma stores. Other servants scrambled around the area,inspecting arrows in a search for those that hadn't beenbroken against the stone walls of the canyon. Acomaarchers fired black-and-orange-marked arrows as often asgreen ones.

 

The bodies were left naked where they lay while soldiersand servants rushed to restore the barricade. Keyokemourned inwardly for Dakhati's reserves, still fighting on

the other side; he prayed their deaths would be hard-won
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and their pain honourably brief. The sacrifice would givetheir fellows the time to restore the broken barricadeinflict more disproportionate damage on the MinwanabiFifty or more Minwanabi casualties lay in the clea~Keyoke revised his estimate to nearly three hundred ened.dead or critically injured. The sky showed the day half~and their position no worse - perhaps even stronger~ d.at first light.

And yet no man knew how many companies

Minwanabi' had sent against them. :,r;

Keyoke repositioned himself to gain a view overbarricade. If any in Dakhati's small band were alive to efa retreat, they would shortly be attempting to renKeyoke knew his own soldiers were well drilled in the~but more than once he had seen battle stress confuse ordThe Acoma Force Commander stayed at hand to rest'any hot heads from attacking their brother soldiers. gThey waited under the blistering sun in an airless dethat now stank of sweat, excrement, and death. Sound,battle echoed off sheer walls of damp rock. Minutes dragby, and flies swarmed. Keyoke and the other seasonedwarriors watched anxiously for the first green Acoma helmto appear on the trail beyond the barricade. iIn time, Keyoke accepted what he had expected all along,Dakhati and his company had continued their charge pall chance of retreat. They had no intention of return),The Strike Leader who led them understood as wellKeyoke that eventually the Minwanabi must preysBeyond hearing orders, Dakhati's little band was simIintent on killing as long and as many as possible beforedeath overtook his company. Keyoke

raised his eyes to heaven and silently wished thea great killing. Putting aside feelings of loss for his o'

brave warriors or concern for what this defeat would meanfor Lady Mara, Keyoke bid three more servants and the ~]230

 

small, nimble water boy to attempt to slip away over thebarricade If Dakhati had driven the enemy far enough upthe defile to enable the four to escape into cover in the wood,word might yet reach the estates.

 

But such hopes were dashed in an instant as a wave ofMinwanabi soldiers charged down the mouth of thecanyon. The blades of swords 'still bloodied from dispatchingDakhati's men took the lives of the four even before theycould turn and run. If there was panic, there were noscreams; and the water boy died on his feet, facing theenemy with a kitchen knife clutched in his hand.

Turakamu receive such valour kindly, Keyoke prayed, asquietly he accepted his coming death as inevitable. Hefingered his battered sword hilt, familiar to him as a brother.What a price his foe would pay!

 

Sundown came. Gloom fell into colourless twilight,smothered under a descending mantle of mist. Exhaustedsoldiers trudged from their shifts at the barricade, and stifflyKeyoke limped over to assess their condition. His forces haddwindled. Of the hundred soldiers and fifty servants whohad left the Acoma estates, fewer than forty soldiers andtwenty servants remained on their feet to serve. Most of therest were dead, though about a dozen wounded soldiers anda like number of servants were ministered to in a makeshiftcamp around the pool. The incessant random arrows of theMinwanabi still caused enough damage to keep men onedge. No one could lie down, lest he offer a better target fora descending shaft. A few men attempted to rest under a pairof shields, but the experience encouraged cramping ratherthan rest. Most warriors simply sat with knees drawn upunder chin, shoulders hunched, and heads bowed, as tightagainst the walls of the canyon as possible.

 

Night came, and the fighting wore on by the flickeringflames of enemy brands. The mist in the defile glowed with
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their light, like some twisting fog-tendrilled spirit. The Acomawarriors considered that light, and sharpened their;weapons, and if their voices expressed courage throughquips, their thoughts were bleak. The fighting wouldprobably not last until the morning, and certainly not tomidday. They knew this as well as the Force Commanderwho tirelessly made his rounds to bolster their spirits

Hours passed, and men died, and the stars stayed hiddenby the mist. Keyoke was crossing the clearing to inspect twomen who appeared injured by thrown rocks when somethingstruck him in the right leg like a needra calf's kick. Hestaggered and all but dropped to his knees as pain explodedin his right thigh. Two soldiers ran to assist him as he beganto collapse from the arrow that protruded from his upperleg. They carried him a short way and gently placed him sohe could sit with his back against a relatively sheltered partof the canyon wall.

 

Fighting off a threatening blackness that circled hisvision, Keyoke said, 'Gods, that hurts.' He forced himself t 0look at the shaft that was buried in his thigh. It had struckdownward - one of the random shots into the canyon - andhe could feel the head scrape the bone. 'Push it through andcut off the feathers,' he ordered. 'Then pull it out.'

The two soldiers exchanged glances, and he had to repeathis order, shouting through clenched teeth that they shouldpull the accursed shaft free.

 

The soldiers' eyes met again, over the dusty plumes ofKeyoke's helm. Neither wished to speak the truth: that topull the arrow free would likely tear an artery and causedeath in a spurting flow of blood.

 

Keyoke cursed, very clearly. He pulled one gnarled armfrom the supporting hold of one warrior and, with asurprisingly steady hand reached out, grasped the arrow,and snapped the arrow. 'Push it through!' he demanded.

The shaft that still held the head remained embedded inflesh. The hole bled sullenly, swelling rapidly to purple.
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'That will fester,' one warrior said gently. 'It should be cutout, and the wound allowed to drain.'

 

'I haven't time,' Keyoke said, his voice not as steady as hishand. The agony that cut through him had little to do withpain, which he had known before and endured, as now,when necessary. 'If the arrow is not removed and the godsdamnedhead keeps rubbing against my leg bone, I willlikely lose consciousness. Most certainly I will not be able towalk and continue commanding our troops.'

 

The soldiers said nothing, but their unspoken reproachwas noticed.

 

Keyoke reined in his anger. 'Do you think any one of uswill be alive for long enough for me to die of a wound gonebad ? Tie off this leg and push the damn thing through !' Theyreluctantly obeyed. Pain caused Keyoke's vision to swim,and for a few minutes he lost his sense of time and place.After a few moments of darkness, his wits returned and hefound the soldiers binding the wound; the agony in his legfell off to a dull ache.

 

Keyoke ordered the warriors to help him to his feet and hestood unsteadily for a few moments. He refused to cut acane from the brush, but stumped about with half-steps, histhigh throbbing angrily and each bump and jostle of motiona torment. But no man in Acoma green would dispute hisauthority; he was still in command of his army.

He promoted a particularly bright young soldier,Sezalmel, to acting Strike Leader, only to watch the man dieless than an hour later. Reacting in inspired frenzy, Sezalmelhad repulsed the largest Minwanabi offensive since sundown,the second near breaching of the barricade. His sortiedrove the attackers back, but only in exchange for heavylosses. The Acoma were tiring, while the Minwanabiwarriors seemed inexhaustible. Keyoke took no time topromote anyone else. There was no need, with Acoma

numbers fallen below that of a small strike force. A secondcommander would be superfluous.
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Keyoke shuffled wearily over to the servants and instructed a distribution of rations. Given the fatalities, there w - 5now enough food for every man to eat as he wished. If thesoldiers could not have enjoyed a hot meal, at least theywould be restored by a full stomach. Keyoke took a cakeand piece of jerked needra. He had no appetite, but heforced himself to chew. The painful throbbing in his rightleg and the burning ache of swollen tissue were incessant. Inthe end, when no one was looking, he spat the tastelessmorsels on the ground. He drank when the water skin waspassed, and controlled the heave of his stomach. His throatstill seemed dry from the cake, and he wondered if he wasbeginning to get feverish. Then, as always, his thoughts 53returned to his command.

 

Keyoke estimated that more than three hundred and fi*yMinwanabi had fallen before the barricade throughout theday. The night's numbers would be fewer, lessening as hissoldiers tired. At least fifty enemies had perished after thehour of sundown. His soldiers were killing Mara's foes at arate of five to one. Losses were increasing, however, andvery soon would become critical as his own forces were cutdown until, inevitably, the Minwanabi would win past thebarricade and rush through to slay the survivors. Keyokeconcluded his review with pride. The Acoma forces hadsurpassed expectations, and the end might be prolongeduntil dawn.

 

Sitting back against the icy damp of the rock wall, Keyokeremoved his helm. He scraped back soaked grey hair andreflected that he had never known such fatigue in his life.

The exhaustion brought on a regret: that he should beguilty of an old man's vanity. He berated himself for notspending more time training Lujan and the other StrikeLeaders. He should have insisted all the officers dine withhim in the servants' hall, instead of in the barracks with theirown companies, while he took his meal with Lady Mara, or
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Nacoya, or Jican. Every chance missed to educate thoseyoung soldiers came back to haunt him.

 

Too late, now, to wish a younger man here in his post. Ahot flash of pain from his wound reawakened anger.Cursing himself for a fool, he put aside his sorrow. Herefused, at the last, to be a man caught up in blackcontemplations. A battle continued to be fought, andmorbid reflections required effort better spent on the field.

Keyoke propped his wounded leg out before him and wasracked by a stab of agony. He made no sound, but onlysweated under the weight of his armour. By the gleamthrown off by banked coals, the flesh around the puncturelooked red - a deception of light, or inflammation, he hadno means to tell - and it throbbed unmercifully. No matter,he thought. A wound was but a way to measure growth for awarrior. Life was pain and pain was life. His circlingthoughts drifted as his body attempted to fight off the achesof battle, injury, exhaustion, and age.

 

He must have dozed, for the next he knew, a soldier wasshaking his shoulder, exhorting him to wake. Keyokeblinked gummed eyelids and fought to clear senses thatnormally came instantly alert. Without thought he attemptedto rise, but pain seared the length of his leg and causedhim an audible gasp for air. The soldier offered a steadyinghand and tried to keep pity from his eyes. 'Force Commander,we hear armed men approaching in the hills abovethe canyon!'

 

Keyoke squinted at the narrow crack of sky above the cliffwalls. There were no stars, nor any lessening of darkness toindicate the hour. He had no way to estimate how muchtime had passed. 'How long until dawn?' he asked.

The soldier frowned. 'Perhaps two hours, ForceCommander.'

 

'Bank the fire,' Keyoke snapped. Sure that the enemy had
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by now encircled the mountains and flanked his position, h~hobbled over to the men who readied themselves for thenext assault. A frown marred his forehead. 'If Irrilandi hassent troops to crush us from the hills, why attack in the"+darkness ?' he said softly, unaware, through his fever and his.

pain, that he did his musing aloud.

 

Then a crack resounded across the clearing. The barricade exploded backward under a wave of orange-and.

black-armoured bodies, and Acoma defenders were hurledin all directions. A heavy log burst through with a grind ofstones and a tearing of stinking needra flesh. The canyon:had been breached by a ram, run by the short defile undercover of darkness, and wielded with devastating effect.

Minwanabi soldiers rushed screaming into the canyonwhile the Acoma sprang to engage them. Keyoke called tothe servants to take cover behind the bulwark of silks.Soldiers fell thrashing in death throes or groaning in mortalpain. The fighting spread into the breached canyon. Bodies drapedtwitching and crushed between the stones and largebranches of the shifted barricade; others writhed, impaled;Some few fumbled to lift swords while they lay with brokenlegs and backs.

 

Keyoke absorbed this without pause to register thehorror, for Minwanabi soldiers poured through the gap.The defile might only admit one or two men at a time, but itwas open, and the Acoma were in retreat.

 

Keyoke drew his sword. His helm was off, abandoned onthe ground where he had slept. He rejected the idea ofsearching for it, not trusting his balky leg enough toattempt unnecessary steps. Only the will of the gods mightdetermine whether he should die proudly as Acoma ForceCommander or as just another nameless old soldier. WithMara left threatened, in the end, he judged, it mattered little.

'Burn the silk,' he called to a servant, who hoveredawaiting orders by his elbow. The man bowed swiftly and
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left, and in the soft, untrustworthy light of blossoming torches,as loyal hands threw flaming brands upon piled silk, Keyokehurried forward in a stumbling half-hop. Through a spinninghaze of fever he was aware of the screams of dying soldiers andthe clash of arms punctuated by the crackle of silk and drywood exploding at his back in a leaping wash of fire. AMinwanabi soldier spun backwards, stumbling from the blowof an Acoma warrior. Keyoke dispatched him with a reflexiveslash, and a grim smile stretched his lips across his teeth. Hisleg might be ruined, but by Turakamu, his sword arm stillfunctioned. He would see the Minwanabi as his escorts intothe halls of the Red God.

 

The battle raged across the narrow draw, hemmedbetween rock walls and a blazing barrier of silk. Menstruggled in a dance with death, their swords shining red inthe night. Fighting, stumbling ahead, Keyoke squintedagainst the glare and tried to sort friend from foe. Thewarriors of both sides looked like nothing so much as ascene from some demented battle hell as the fire burned inbrilliant fury.

 

Beset by another Minwanabi, Keyoke ducked a swordthrust and countered with a single chop to the throat. Thewarrior fell, gurgling, and precious seconds were lostbecause Keyoke could not raise his injured leg high enoughto step over the man's death throes. The Acoma ForceCommander's knee trembled as he limped around, and painjabbed him from ankle to thigh each time the limb boreweight. The agony knotted his belly, and he swallowed tokeep from voiding his stomach. Dizziness teased at hisbalance, and his vision swam.

 

Keyoke hobbled headlong into his last fight, where twoMinwanabi soldiers hammered at the shield of an Acoma.Hide and wood parted with a crack, and a blade struckhome. The Acoma warrior went down, and his dying eyesmet those of his officer.
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'Force Commander,' he called clearly, before an attack. t

_ and

pointing his sword, and warriors turned and converged. Theclash of arms swelled on all sides. Believing the sound to beamplified by his fever, Keyoke focused only on the recognition reflected on enemy features.

 

'The Acoma Force Commander!' someone called clearlyand Keyoke was beset by enemies. His sword spilled theirblood, but his feet were not nimble. His guard was.hampered by his lameness, and in the press of cut and thrusthe was aware of other soldiers rushing him from behind. Hecould do nothing to prevent himself being surrounded.Driven to his knees and crippled, he wrestled throughspinning vision to ward off the blows hammered down onhim. The Minwanabi soldier before him suddenly stiffened.His expression of astonished disbelief was swallowed bydarkness as he fell. Keyoke caught sight of a meat cleaverprotruding from Minwanabi armour, and a frightenedservant backing away. Keyoke cut sideways with his sword,and at least one more enemy died before he could avenge hisfallen comrade. The servant perished anyway, cut fromchest to crotch by another soldier, and then the same bloodysword was pointed and slashing at Keyoke. More menpressed in from the sides. He fought them, with a skill honedby forty years on the field.

 

Sweat ran down Keyoke's temples. He blinked salty dropsfrom his eyes and slashed through a white haze of pain.Dimly he noticed an Acoma servant crouched near him, andhands attempting to prop him upright. Then the servant'seyes went round and he lurched forward. His back layopened to show the white ribs, and his weight drove Keyoketo the ground.

 

Blinded by dust and agony, Keyoke struggled to rise. Hisears rang and his hands would not grip. Numbed fingers
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trampled over his face.

 

Then a figure in orange and black was shouting

could not find his sword, and he was conscious of wetnessHooding down his flank beneath his armour. He gasped, butthere seemed to be no air to fill his lungs. Above him he madeout the shape of a Minwanabi soldier, pulling back his bladefrom the thrust that had dispatched the valiant servant.

Keyoke groped in the dirt, found his sword, and struggledagainst the twitching weight of the corpse to raise his guard.The soldier pulled the servant aside, then aimed a killingstroke at the beaten old Force Commander at his feet.Keyoke raised his arm to parry and drew upon his last shredof strength to commend his wal to Turakamu. Then swordmet sword, and the laminated hide screeched with theimpact. The blow deflected, but barely. The Minwanabistroke missed the heart and glanced down to pierce througharmour and gambeson and, finally, through the flesh ofKeyoke's belly.

 

The soldier jerked back his blade. Flesh tore and bled, andKeyoke heard a distant, hoarse cry, as torment forced hisown lips to betray his weakness before an enemy. At theending of life, Keyoke invoked his soldier's will to greetdeath with head up and eyes open. Through the pounding ofblood in his own ears, the Force Commander heard a distantvoice crying, 'Acoma!' He felt only pride for that one bravesoldier.

 

Blurred shapes swam in and out of focus. Time seemedunnaturally slowed. Through the darkness, a hand caughtthe Minwanabi soldier's arm, yanking back the descendingsword. Keyoke frowned and faintly wondered whether thiswas the god's reward for lifetime service: for his valour inAcoma defence, he would not feel the death blow.'Turakamu,, he muttered, believing himself bound for theRed God's halls; then the earth overturned, and he knewnothing as the sword slipped from his hand.
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to rein back. 'Keyoke!'

 

10

 

Masterplot

 

Sounds intruded.

 

Through an encompassing dark, Keyoke heard voiceThey echoed dreamlike through his mind, amid a growing'awareness of pain. He listened for the singing of warriors'the Minwanabi dead who would attest to his valour as I

entered the hills of Turakamu.

 

But there came no singing, only spoken words in a voice'that sounded like Lujan's.

 

No, thought Keyoke. No. Through a stirring rushanguish that mushroomed into despair, he listened more'carefully. There had to be singing.

 

'. . . not regained consciousness since the battle,' Lujanvoice continued, '. . . been delirious with fever . . . serious

wounds in his belly and side . . .'

 

Another voice interjected, Nacoya's surely. 'Gods. Marmust not see him like this. It will surely break her heart.'

And then a bustle amid the darkness, and someone thesounded like his mistress crying out in an anguish too-sha~

There was to be no singing, then, the old warriorunderstood in cold sorrow. Accolades would not heraldwarrior who died in defeat. The Acoma must have bee'vanquished for Mara, Lujan and Nacoya to be present herein the halls of Turakamu. The Minwanabi army must havegone on from the canyon to attack the estate, and the cho-jadefenders must have fled or been overwhelmed. The endmust have come with the enemy in triumph, and the Acoma

crushed.

 

'Mistress,' murmured Keyoke in his delirium. 'Lady.' .
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'Listen! He speaks!' someone exclaimed.

 

'Keyoke?' Mara's voice said again. Cool hands brushedhis brow, the fingers lightly trembling.

 

Then light shone, blindingly bright through half-openedeyelids, and consciousness flooded back, along with fullawareness of the pain.

 

'Keyoke,' Mara said again' Her hands settled on eitherside of his temples, gently and insistently framing his face.'We are all well. Ayaki is well. Lujan speaks of a battlebravely fought in a canyon. The Minwanabi brought fivehundred men to attack, and we hear your small companybattled to the death defending the silk.'

 

The Force Commander struggled through a haze of feverand managed to focus his eyes. His mistress bent over him,her dark hair still loose from her sleeping mat, and her prettybrow furrowed with concern. He was not in the halls of theRed God but in the courtyard before the doors of the Acomaestate house. The grounds were peaceful. Shapes stirred inthe surrounding mists as warriors of Lujan's companydispersed to their barracks. A servant with a cloth hoverednearby, ready to wipe his sweating face. Keyoke drew adifficult breath. Through the fiery pain of his injuries hegathered his wits and spoke. 'Lady Mara. There is danger.Lord Desio has breached your security.'

 

Mara stroked his cheek. 'I know, Keyoke. The spy who wastortured escaped and brought us word. That's how Lujanknew to rush his company to the mountains to your aid.'

Keyoke thought back to the sounds of fighting that had

broken out at last, in the hills behind the canyon. Lujan,then, had flanked Lord Desio's army and put it to rout upthe ravine.

 

'How many are alive?' Keyoke asked, his voice barely acroak.

 

Lujan said, 'Six men, Force Commander, counting yourself.All seriously wounded.'
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. Keyoke swallowed hard. Of the hundred warriors a]fifty servants' only five besides himself survived the.Minwanabi trap.

 

'Don't mind that the silk has been lost,' Mara added. 'Thecho-ja shall eventually make more.'

 

Keyoke fumbled a hand free of the blankets that lapped.Over his chest. He grasped Mara's wrist. 'The silk is not lost,'he gasped clearly. 'Not all of it.'

 

This brought an exclamation from Lujan and a whispering stir among the servants. Only then did Keyoke notice thepresence of Jican, hovering, bright-eyed, to one side.

He forced out the necessary phrases and told where the 'bolts were left concealed in the rocks leading into the pass.

Mara smiled. The expression lent her face the delicate,glowing beauty that had once been her mother's, Keyokerecalled. He also noticed the tears that glittered brightly atthe corners of her eyes, which she bravely blinked to keepback. 'No mistress could have asked so much. You haveserved honourably, and superbly well. Now rest. Yourwounds are very grave.'

 

Keyoke did not ask how grave; the pain told all he needed]to know. He loosened his breath in a sigh. 'I can die now,' headded in a whisper. ;

 

The mistress did not protest but arose and imperiouslycalled out orders for her Force Commander to be given herfinest chamber. 'Light candles for him, and call poets, andmusicians to sing him tribute. For all must know that he hasfought as a hero, and given his life for the Acoma.'

Ruling Lady she might be, Keyoke thought, but her voiceshook. From him, w.ho knew her as a daughter, she couldnot hide her grief. 'Do not weep for me, Lady,' hewhispered. 'I am content.'

 

There was noise and a jostle of motion, and consciousness.wavered. 'Do not weep for me, Lady,' Keyoke repeated. Ifshe heard, he could not tell, for the darkness lapped overhim once more.
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Later he was aware of scented candles, and soft music,and a stillness that enveloped him like peace, except for thepain, which seemed endless. Forcing his tired eyes open, hesaw that he lay on a mat in a beautifully appointed chamber,one painted with scenes of warriors displaying the virtues ofarms and valour. Between the reedy notes of two viellesplaying in counterpoint, he heard a poet reciting the deedsand the victories he had accomplished, which extended backinto Lord Sezu's time. Keyoke let his eyes fall closed again.He had not lied to his Lady. He was content. To die of greatwounds for her honour was a just and fitting destiny for awarrior grown old in her service.

 

But a disturbance outside in the corridor rang over thenotes of the instruments, and the poet faltered in his lines.

'Damn it, are you just going to let him lie there until hedies?' cried a strident, nasal voice.

 

The barbarian, Keyoke identified, as always challengingcustom.

 

Lujan's voice interjected, unaccustomedly distressed. 'Hehas served honourably! What more can any of us do?'

'Get a healer to fight for his life,' Kevin almost shouted.'Or do you wait for your gods to save him?'

 

'That's impertinence!' snapped Lujan, and there followedthe sound of a hand striking flesh.

 

'Stop it! Both of you!' Mara broke in, and the voices mergedtogether in a spill of sound that rose and fell like waves.

Keyoke lay still and wished the arguing would end. Thepoet had reached the stanzas that referred to the raid he had

once staged with Papewaio against Tecuma of the Anasati,and he wanted to listen for inaccuracies. No doubt the bardwould not mention the celebration that had followed, northe jars of sa wine he and Pape and the master had shared tocelebrate the victory. They had all paid with a hangover,Keyoke recalled, and he had hurt afterwards nearly as muchas he did now.
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But the poet did not resume his verses. Instead, Keyokeheard Mara's voice carrying from the hallway. 'Kevinwould be no kindness at all to save the life of a warrioris missing a leg. Or didn't you know that Lujan's field 1,had it cut off, since Keyoke took an arrow wound

festered?' ~:

 

Keyoke swallowed hard. The agony that racked his tmasked his awareness of the missing limb. He kept his

closed.

 

.

 

'So what!' Kevin said in exasperation. 'Keyoke's value isin his expertise, and even your gods-besotted healer knowsman's brains are not in his feet!'

 

Silence followed, then Keyoke heard the screen swingback and someone step through.

 

Keyoke opened one eye and looked in the direction ofdisturbance. Entering the room was the tall barbarian.hair blazed like fire in the candlelight, and his height thdark shadows on the wall. He shoved determinedly throughthe musicians, then shot a glance of disgust at the poet. '~out,' he said imperiously. 'I want to talk with the old r

and see what he thinks about dying.'

 

Keyoke looked up into the face of the barbarian slave,eyes dark with fury. He forced his voice to be as firm ascondition permitted. 'You are impertinent,' he ech.Lujan. 'And you intrude upon matters of honour. We'

armed, I would kill you where you stand.'

 

_, . . ~ _ , _ . . , _ _ _. .~

 

Kevin shrugged and sat down at the old warrior's sideyou had the strength to kill me, old man, I wouldn't be hoHe crossed his arms, leaned his elbows upon his knees, aregarded Keyoke who was very much a general of armieseven propped like a figurehead amid a sea of cushions. Eflesh might be drawn with illness, but his face was still dof a commander. 'Anyway, you are not armed,' Keyokeobserved with his shattering, outworld bluntness. 'kyou'll need a crutch to rise from that bed. So maybe your
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problems can't be answered with a blade anymore, ForceCommander Keyoke:

 

The pain dragged at his belly as the old man drew breathto reply. He could feel the weakness sucking at him, thedark-Ness in the wings that waited to draw him in, but hegathered himself and managed to speak with the tone thathad stopped many a young warrior from cockiness. 'I haveserved.'

 

The words were delivered with unassailable dignity.Kevin shut his eyes for a moment, and inwardly seemed toflinch. 'Mare still needs you.'

 

He did not look at Keyoke. Apparently his rudeness hadlimits; but his hands tightened white against his forearms,and Lujan, in the doorway, turned away his face.

'Mare still needs you,' Kevin grated out, as if he struggledfor other words that eluded him. 'She is left with no greatgeneral for her armies, no master tactician to take yourplace.'

 

No sound and no movement issued from the man in thecushions. Kevin frowned and, with obvious discomfort,tried again. 'You need no legs to train your successor, nor toadvise in matters of war.'

 

'I need no legs to know that you have oversteppedyourself,, Keyoke interrupted. The effort taxed him. Hesagged back against his pillows. 'Who are you, barbarian, tojudge me in my service to this house?'

 

Kevin flushed darkly and rose to his feet. Embarrassed, inhis tranSparent way, but also unknowably stung, he clenchedhis fists and added, 'I did not come to hound you, but to makeyou think., Then, as if angry, the huge redhead stalked fromthe bedside. At the doorway he half turned, but still would notmeet Keyoke's eyes. 'You love her too,' he added accusingly.'To die without a fight is to deprive her of her finestCommander. I say you seek an easy way out; your service is notdischarged' old man. If you die now, you desert your post.'
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He was gone before Keyoke could summon the strengthfor rejoinder. The candles seemed suddenly too bright, ~the pain intense. Quietly the musicians resumed their playingKeyoke listened, but his heart found no ease. The potverses lost their lustre and became just empty wordsrecounting events long done and mostly forgotten aslapsed into sleep.

 

Mara waited outside in the hallway. No attendants wewith her, and she stood so still that Kevin almost missed Iin the shadows. Only quick reflexes stopped him as, wipingmoisture from his eyes, he saw her barely in time to preventcrashing into her.

 

'You will answer to me for this,' she said, and althoughher poise was perfect, and her tone even, Kevin knew hwell enough to read the anger in her stance. Her hentwisted in the fabric of her sleeves as she went on. 'Keyokehas led our soldiers into battle for more years than I've bealive. He has faced enemies in situations the rest of us wouldhave nightmares just contemplating. He left a war, and Iown Lord to die, though the orders broke his heart, to keepthe Acoma name alive by coming to take me from Lashimatemple. If we have a natami in the glade to hold our honoursacred, Keyoke is worthy of the credit. How dare you,slave and a barbarian, imply that he has not done enough

'well,' said Kevin, 'I admit that I have a big mouth, and althat I don't know when to keep it shut.' He smiled in thsudden spontaneous way that never failed to disarm her.

Mara sighed. 'Why must you continually interfere withthings you do not understand? If Keyoke wishes a warriordeath, it is his right, and our honour, to grant him hpassage in comfort.'

 

Kevin's smile vanished. 'If I have any quarrel with youculture, Lady, ~t is that you count life much too lightlyKeyoke is a brilliant tactician. His mind is his genius, not his
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sword arm, which a younger man can beat anyway. Yet allof you stand back, and send poets and musicians! And waitfor him to die his warrior's death, and waste the years ofeXperience that your army so sorely needs to -'

'And you suggest?' Mara interrupted. Her lips werewhite.

 

Kevin shivered under the intensity of her gaze, butcontinued. 'I would appoint Keyoke to the position ofadviser, make up a new office if necessary, and then call inthe most skilled of your healers. The wound in his abdomenmight kill him still, but I believe that human nature betweenyour culture and mine cannot differ so widely that a man,even a dying one, wants to let go of life feeling useless.'

'You presume to a great deal of knowledge for acommoner,' Mare observed acidly.

 

Kevin stiffened and all at once fell into one of his strange,inexplicable silences. He locked eyes with her, still unwillingto end the discussion; and so wrapped up was she in tryingto read why he should suddenly become secretive, Mara didnot notice the runner slave at her elbow until the secondtime he addressed her.

 

'Mistress.' The boy bowed diffidently. 'My Lady, Nacoyabids you come at once to the great hall. An imperialmessenger awaits your attendance.'

 

The flush of anger drained out of Mara's cheeks. 'FindLujan and send him to me at once,' she instructed therunner. As though she had forgotten Kevin's existence andthe fact she had been deadlocked in an argument onlyseconds before, she spun on her heel and departed down thecorridOr in almost unseemly haste.

 

Kevin, predictably, followed after. 'What's going on?'

She didn't answer, and the runner slave had dashed

beyond earshot. Undeterred, Kevin lengthened stride untilhe overtook his diminutive mistress. He tried another tack.'What's an imperial messenger?'
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'Bad news,' Mara returned shortly. 'At least, this closeupon the heels of a Minwanabi attack, a message from theEmperor, the Warlord, or the High Council speaks of agreat move in the game.'

 

Mara skirted the bows of a cluster of house slaves bentover buckets and brushes, scrubbing the lacquered woodfloor. She crossed the atrium that led toward the greatdoubled doors to the hall, and Kevin followed. His Lady'spoise had seemed brittle since the return of Lujan's companies.The purpose of the Minwanabi raid, she insisted,had not been simply to ruin her silk in the marketplace.Being unable to follow every twist of Tsurani politics, whichto his Kingdom mind still seemed convolutedly illogical,Kevin was determined to stay at Mara's side. Whatthreatened her threatened him, and his feelings toward herwere protective.

 

The great hall held the damp in the mornings, and the oldstone floor transmitted chill even through the soles ofleather sandals. Crossing the echoing expanse of emptyspace, shuttered into gloom by closed screens, Kevin sawNacoya awaiting on the dais and heard Lujan's step enterfrom the passage behind. But the barbarian's attentionstayed riveted ahead where, even in the dimness, the sparkleof ~old stood out. an unexpected and unnerving sight in a

O _ . ,

 

land where heavy metals were a rarity.

 

The messenger sat on a fine, threadworked cushion, andeven his posture was imposing. He was a young man,powerfully muscled, and beautiful to look upon in a simplekilt of white cloth. Cross-gartered sandals hugged his dustylegs, and his skin sparkled with perspiration. Bindingshoulder-length black hair from his brow was his badge ofrank, a cloth in alternating bands of gold and white thatsparkled and flashed through the shadows. The thread ofthe weave was metallic, true gold, the symbol of theEmperor of Tsuranuanni, whose bonded word he carried.
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Upon Mara's entrance, he rose from his seat andpresented himself with a bow. The gesture denotedarrogance, for although he was a servant and she a nobleLady, his master's word was the law of the land, to which allgreat houses must submit. The head badge made this mansacrosanct within the Empire. He could safely run through abattlefield, between warring houses, and no soldier woulddare impede his passage, upon pain of the Emperor's wrath.The messenger knelt with beautifully studied poise andpresented a gilt-edged scroll, tied also with ribbons of gold,and sealed with the imprint of Ichindar.

 

Mara accepted the weighty missive, her hands lookingfragile against the parchment. She broke the seal, unrolledthe scroll, and began to read, while Lujan took his place onthe side once occupied by Keyoke, and Nacoya visiblyrestrained herself from craning her neck to make out wordsover her mistress's shoulder.

 

The document was not lengthy. Kevin, who was the tallest,could see that the sentences were brief. Yet Mara paused alengthy interval before she raised her face and spoke.

'Thank you. You may go,' she said to the messenger. 'Myservants will see you refreshed and housed, if you wish torest while my scribes take dictation and prepare my returnmessage.'

 

The imperial messenger bowed and departed, the tap ofhis nail-studded sandals loud in the closed hall. The momenthe passed beyond the doorway, Mara sank down upon thenearest empty cushion.

 

'Tasaio's hand is at last revealed,' she said, and her voicesounded hollow and small.

 

Nacoya took the scroll and read its lines with a steadilydeepening scowl. 'The devil!' she exclaimed when shefinished.

 

'Pretty Lady,' Lujan interjected, 'what are the Emperor'swishes?'
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It was Nacoya who answered, her aged voice like acid.-'Orders, from the High Council. We must, with all haste, send.our army to lend support to Lord Xacatecas in his war againstthe nomad raiders in Dustari. Lady Mara has been commandedto appear in person with a levy of four companies of troops,to be ready to depart within two months.'

 

Lujan's eyebrows jerked up and froze. 'Three companies^would be too many,' he said, and his hand tapped furiouslyon his sword hilt. 'We're going to have to buy favours of thecho-ja.' His gaze shifted significantly to Kevin. 'And you'reright, damn your barbarian ideas. Keyoke cannot begranted the luxury of dying, else the estate will be leftstripped of its last experienced officer.'

 

'That's surely what Desio intends. We must balk him.Mara turned her head. Her eyes were black sparks, and hercheeks were flushed in shock as she voiced her orders.'Lujan, you are now promoted to the post of ForceCommander. Take Kevin and go to Keyoke. Tell him I wishto appoint him as First Adviser for War, but will do so onlywith his permission.' Her voice went distant with memoryor maybe tears as she added, 'He will think other warriorswill ridicule him for carrying a crutch, but I will see his nameis honoured. Remind him that Pape once found pride inwearing the black rag of the condemned.,

 

Lujan bowed, a suggestion of sorrow in his own stance. 'Idoubt Keyoke would leave us in such perilous straits, myLady. But the gods might overrule his will. The wound in hisabdomen is not the sort that a man is likely to recover from.'

Mara bit her lip. As if the words pained her, she said,'Then, with his permission, I will send runner slaves andmessengers throughout the Empire, to seek a healing priestof Hantukama.'

 

'The offering such a priest will demand for healing will begreat,' Nacoya pointed out. 'You may have to build a largeshrine.'
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Mara came close to losing her temper. 'Then speak toJican about rescuing the remnants of our silk from themountains and getting it to market at Jamar! For we needour Keyoke alive, or all will be lost. We cannot afford toslight the Lord of the Xacatecas.' Even for Kevin's sake, thisstatement needed no elaboration. The promise of LordXacatecas' alliance had held many enemies at bay; shouldthe Acoma give a family that powerful any cause whatsoeverfor enmity, they would beg a swift ruin, engaged as theywere in their blood feud with the Minwanabi. 'The estatehere must not be left in jeopardy,' Mare finished.

'Dustari is a trap,' Nacoya said, voicing a point all exceptKevin were aware of. 'Tasaio will be there, and no move youor your four companies can make will not be anticipated inadvance. You and the men you take with you will go the wayof Lord Sezu, betrayed to your deaths on foreign soil.'

'All the more reason why Keyoke must hold these landssecure for Ayaki,' Mara finished. And the last high colourfled her face.

 

The imperial messenger departed with Mara's writtenacquiescence to the High Council's demands. After that, herhousehold factors and advisers hurried off to initiate afrenzied list of preparations. Lujan detailed officers to makean inventory, then he and Kevin departed for Keyoke'sbedside, neither with enthusiasm.

 

Jican arrived as they departed, summoned from theneedra fields by the runner slave.

 

'I need a full accounting of Acoma assets,' Mara demandedbefore the little man had entirely risen from his bow.'How many centis we have in cash, and how many more wemight borrow. I need to know how many weapons ourmaster armourers can turn out in two months, and howmany more we might purchase.'

 

Jican's brows went up. 'Lady, did you not already decide
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to send our new arms to the markets? We will need the saleto balance our deficit in the silk.'

 

Mara frowned and restrained a sharp impulse to snap.'Jican, that was yesterday. Today we must outfit fourcompanies to relieve Lord Xacatecas in Dustari.'

The hadonra was adept at figures. 'You'll be bargainingfor more warriors from the cho-ja, then,' he surmised. Hisstraight brows tightened into a frown. 'We'll have to sell offsome prime stock from your needra herds.'

 

'Do it,' Mara said at once. 'I'll be with Ayaki. When youhave the accounting complete, bring your slates to thenursery.'

 

'Your will, Lady,' said Jican unhappily. Wars were theperpetual ruin of good finance, and that Mara must indulgein one through the plotting of dangerous enemies made himfrightened. So had great houses fallen in the past; and thedisaster of Sezu's betrayal and death had happened toorecently for any servant on the estate not to feel the threat ofannihilation. Word did not take long to spread among theservants, and in a household that was bustling with activity,the talk was ominously hushed.

 

Mara spent an hour with her son that seemed all tooterribly brief. He would soon be five, and had a temper thatoccasionally burned to rages that defeated the skills of hisnurses. Now, Lying on his stomach with his ankles crossed inthe air, playing at soldiers, he pushed his plumed officers toand fro and cried commands in a treble child's voice. Marawatched him with a wrenching in her heart and tried tomemorize the small face, shadowed by a fall of dark bangs.She clasped cold hands and wondered if she would live to seeher child grow to manhood. That he very well might not wasa possibility she forced out of her thoughts. She, who hadcome into power too young, burned with the wish that herson might have the chance to grow, and learn, and haveyears to be guided into preparedness for the ruling Lordship
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that awaited him. She must live and return from the desert,and make sure that this became so.

 

Until Jican arrived with his figures, she prayed long anddesperately to Chochocan. At her feet, Ayaki obliteratedcompany upon company of Minwanabi enemies, while hismother racked her mind for solutions to impossibleequations.

 

Jican arrived and presented his slates, their columnsimpeccably neat despite the haste in Mara's command. Thehadonra looked hollow-eyed and worn as he bowed. 'Lady.I have done as you commanded. Here are three calculationson your liquid financial assets. One depends upon theremaining silk arriving safely to market. The other twoinclude what you might spend comfortably, and what youmight call on, with variable lists of consequences. If you goby the last slate, be warned. Your herds will take anotherfour years to build back to their present levels of productivity.'

 

Mara flipped through the slates, then unhesitatinglyselected the final one. She glanced down at Ayaki, whowatched her with liquid dark eyes. 'The needra are replaceable,'she pointed out, and briskly sent her servants to fetchretinue and litter. 'I'll be visiting the cho-ja Queen for therest of the afternoon.'

 

'Can I come?' Ayaki shouted, springing up and scatteringtoy warriors in a bounding rush toward his mother.

She reached out and ruffled his hair with the handclutching the slate. 'No, son. Not this time.'

The boy scowled, but did not talk back. At last his nursewas succeeding in teaching him the manners his dead fatherhad never acquired. 'Kevin will take you for a wagon ride,'she consoled, then remembered: Lujan and her barbarianhad not reported back from Keyoke's chamber. 'If he hastime for you,' she amended to the son who tugged at herelbow. She cupped his tiny face gently in her hand. 'And if
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you allow the bath maid to wash the fruit juice off yourchin.' She gave his face a playful shake.

 

Ayaki's scowl deepened. He rubbed his soiled mouth,~made a sound through his lips, and said, 'Yes, Mother. But:when I am Ruling Lord, I shall keep my chin sticky if Iplease.'

 

Mara gave an exasperated glance toward heaven, thendisentangled her sleeve from her son. It smelled of jomachand cho-ja-made candy. 'Boy, if you do not worry firstabout the lessons of growing up, there will be no estate foryou to manage.'

 

A servant appeared at the doorway. 'Lady? Your litterawaits.'

 

Mara bent and kissed Ayaki, and came away with the tasteof the candy. The mishap did not irritate her. All too soon shewould be breathing and tasting the dust of the southerndeserts, and home would be an ocean's width away.

Although many times a haven in times of trouble, with itscool dimness the cho-ja hive for once brought no comfort.Mara knotted sweating fingers under the sleeves of heroverrobe. An unfamiliar officer accompanied her whereonce Keyoke would have walked, half a pace to her rear,exchanging greetings and courtesies with the hive's ForceCommander, Lax'l. The warrior, Murnachi, had neverfought with a company of cho-ja. Although he washonoured to be asked to accompany his mistress on thisimportant mission to the Queen, his stiffness denoted hisdiscomfort and desire to be returned to the open air as soonas possible.

 

Mara made her way through the tunnels leading to theQueen's chamber, by now a familiar route. But this was nosocial visit, and instead of her customary small gift, theservant who followed her escort carried a slate that listed allof the Acoma cash assets.
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She had not attempted to bargain with a cho-ja Queensince her negotiation for the hive that had settled permanentlyon her estates. Now that she had need, she had noclue as to how she would be received, particularly on theheels of the news that two thirds of the new silk shipmenthad been lost to Minwanabi attack. The sweat on Mara'shands went from cold to hot No past experience in hermemory foretold how the Queen would react.

 

The corridor widened into the antechamber before thethrone room; too late now to turn back, Mara reflected, asthe cho-ja worker who escorted her small party rushedahead to announce her presence. Mara continued on, intothe warm vastness of the Queen's cavern, lit day and nightunder the blue-violet light cast by cho-ja globes suspendedfrom brackets set in the massive vaults of stone ceiling. Likean island surrounded by polished floor, a pile of cushionsawaited her, with a low table bearing cups and a steamingpot of chocha. Yet Mara did not step forward to sit and takerefreshment and exchange gossip, as was usual. Instead sheperformed the bow one ruler of equal rank might makebefore another to the enormous presence of the cho-jaQueen, who reared up in massive height, attended by ascurry of workers. Her midsection was surrounded byscreens, behind which the breeders and rirari labouredcontinually over the eggs that ensured the continuity of thehive.

 

Well accustomed to such activity by now, Mara felt noneed to stare. She straightened from her bow, alerted by thecant of the Queen's head that the cho-ja ruler was awaresomething grave was afoot. Mara composed herself. 'RulingLady of the hive, I regret to inform you that trouble has beenvisited upon the Acoma by its enemy, House Minwanabi.'Here Mara paused, waiting out of courtesy for some signfrom the Queen to continue.

 

Except for the bustle of the breeding attendants, which
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never ceased, there came no move within the chamberRanks of warriors and workers might march past in thecorridor beyond the antechamber, but those who squattedon their forelimbs in the Queen's presence remained as still'

as statues.

 

Given not the slightest wave of a forelimb in reassure'Mara faced the hive's Queen. The next sentences requiredall of her courage to speak.

 

'Great Queen, the Emperor's High Council requires a 1'of four companies of warriors from the Acoma, to clef'the Empire's borders in Dustari. If the estate here is not toleft stripped of its protection I can muster only three humancompanies to be sent across the ocean. It is my hopetherefore, that you will consider a bargain, to breedan additional company of warriors to fulfil the High Councilscommand.'

 

The Queen remained still. Breath held, Mara waitedfighting to keep her own poise. Out of the corner of her eshe noted her Strike Leader's tension, and his cho-ja

counterpart motionlessly squatting.

 

At last the Queen twitched a forelimb. 'Who will beoutfitting this company, Mara of Acoma?'

 

The Lady expelled a long-pent breath and tried not toshiver with the relief that her request had not been regardedas impertinence. 'My treasury would bear the cost, nobleQueen, if it please you to grant my request.'

 

The Queen tilted her massive head, her mandiblesworking gently to and fro. 'I will grant your request forsufficient remuneration,' she said, and the discussion brokedown into what, to Mara's ear, seemed remarkably like ahaggling match between merchants. ~

 

The Queen's demands were steep. But Jican had instilledin her a fine appreciation for the value of things, and Marawas a quick study. She seemed to sense which demands werenon-negotiable and which were outright exorbitant and;
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expected to be rejected. In the end, she settled for anamalgamation of coin and goods that equalled a worthabout a third higher than what she would have paid to hiremercenaries; which was probably fair, since the cho-jacompany would answer only to her, would not be infiltratedwith spies or suborned by enemies, and would not flee thefield at first sign of possible defeat.

 

Her needra herds would be depleted for perhaps the nextthree seasons by when she would be forced to sell to meet theQueen's price. When the negotiation concluded, Maradabbed moisture from her brow with a small embroideredcloth and released an almost imperceptible sigh.

The cho-ja Queen noticed all. 'Lady of the Acoma,' sheboomed in her friendlier tone, 'it would seem to my eyes thatyou are nervous, or if not that, then recovering' from somediscomfort. Has our hospitality failed to meet your needs?'

Mara recovered with a start. 'No, Lady Queen. Thehospitality of the hive is never at fault.' She paused, took achance, and answered honestly, 'I confess that I was not sureof protocols when I came to buy this boon of warriors.'

'Boor?' The Queen reared back in what might have beensurprise. 'You are my friend, it is true, and were you to comeasking favours, I would consider them, of course.~ The factthat you visit here often and take pleasure in our companyand aKairs is a welcome diversion, never doubt. But when itcomes to bargaining for workers, warriors, or services, suchthings are commodities for trade.'

 

Mara raised her brows. 'Then your kind do not require anarmy for protection.'

 

The cho-ja Queen considered this. 'We interact within theEmpire, and so are a part of its politics, its Great Game of the

Council. But thousands of years past, before the coming ofmen? We bred warriors then to establish new hives, to protectus from predators like the harulth, and to hunt game. Now, ifthere are conflicts, they are between the houses of men who
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have purchased alliances. The cho-ja of themselves do n<otbattle, except for the causes of men.' ;

 

This was a revelation. Mara tried not to reveal herrisingsense of excitement as she folded her damp square of linen. Shehad studied the alien cho-ja culture, but she still had muchlearn. If the cho-ja warriors were not loyal to the Lords of mebut simply mercenaries, the fact opened interesting possibilitiesbut, sadly, the summons to defend the borders iDustari allowed no leisure to pursue the matter further.

So thinking, Mara politely exchanged banalities with thecho-ja Queen, then courteously took her leave. So muchremained to be done, and departure must occur in twomonths!

 

.

 

Kevin and Jican waited upon her return to the estate house.Mara stepped from her litter into wilting, late-afternoonsunshine, and turned over the slates to the hadonra. Heglanced at them surreptitiously as he bowed, and went awayclicking his teeth. Mara took that to mean that she hadbargained well, but that Acoma finances were stressed. Shepushed back a sticky lock of hair, put aside her wish for abath, and looked up at an unaccustomedly silent Kevin.

'What is it, tall one? The matter must be serious, or youwould not have forgotten to kiss me.'

 

'I never forget to kiss you,' Kevin countered and remediedthe matter forthwith. But his lips did not linger on hers, andhis thoughts were clearly not of passion. 'Keyoke asks to seeyou, Lady.'

 

'I thought so' Mare removed her overrobe and passed itto a waiting servant. Slipping her arms into the freshgarment held out by her slave, she forcibly smoothed away afrown. 'Where is Lujan?'

 

Kevin fell into step beside her as she moved ahead throughthe doorway. 'He's at the barracks, overseeing a drill, uponKeyoke's suggestion.'
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Mara absorbed this, thinking; the old man would accepther promotion to the position of Adviser of War; else hewould have appointed Lujan to break the news of hisrefusal, rather than send him off to hard duty. Keyokeadhered to obligations to the very letter of tradition. Hewould not send personal news in the mouth of a slave, andthough Kevin was given privilege as a family member, orconsort, Keyoke would never treat him above his station.Considerate of the old one's sense of etiquette, Mara sentKevin away. She went alone down the corridors of the estatehouse and entered the candlelit chamber where the old manlay sweating in blankets.

 

He had been waiting for her, his eyes brilliant with fever.'My Lady,' he murmured the instant she appeared in thedoorway. She had to hasten to stop him from attempting torise and bow.

 

'Don't. Grandfather of my heart, you are hurt, and I amnot one to stand on ceremony. You honour me with yourwounds, and your loyalty is beyond question.' She knelt ona cushion by his side and broke protocol by taking his hand,holding it fiercely. 'I have told Nacoya how I love her manytimes. I have never said so to you.'

 

The ghost of a smile tugged at Keyoke's lips. He waspleased, but too much the Tsurani commander to showmore than the glimmer of emotion. 'Lady,' he said gruffly,'Tasaio holds your death in his hands, in Dustari.'

So Lujan had told him; Mara swallowed against aclenching tide of tears. Most likely that had been what ittook to make the old man agree to live.

 

Even ill, Keyoke read her. 'No, Lady. I needed no coercionto serve the Acoma. I am honoured to become Adviser forWar, never doubt.' He paused, seeking words. 'I prepared todie as a warrior because that was the only destiny I ever saw

for a Force Commander grown too old for the field.'

Mara would not settle for this. 'And the leg?'
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Keyoke did smile, very fleetingly. 'Papewaio is myteacher. If he could bear the black rag, I shall bear mycrutch.' An instant later he added, 'Kevin suggested that thearmourer make one that holds a concealed sword.'

'You like that idea,' Mara observed. She allowed herselfto smile also. 'Grandfather of my heart, I shall make yourcrutch your staff of office and see the armourers about ablade myself.'

 

She regarded his sweating face, too grey and gaunt, andagainst all his wishes showing tiredness. 'You will trainLujan, and between us we will find a way to rout Tasaio'sdesert men.'

 

Keyoke's eyes flicked open wider, nailing her with theirintensity. 'Daughter of my heart, there is no strategy thatwill help you on treeless sand, except sheer numbers. Thatmy wisdom cannot arrange.'

 

He sank back after that, exhausted beyond bone andsinew. His will was not enough, Mara saw; he was sincere inhis gratitude for his new office, but the body was toobattered. The Red God might not let him keep the life thathad burned itself recklessly until news of the foray could bedelivered.

 

'Leave Dustari to Lujan and me,' Mara murmured.'Ayaki is your last responsibility, and the natami in thesacred grove. Should all else fail, and the Minwanabioverrun our borders, you and one picked company can seethe boy safe. Take refuge in the hive with the cho-ja Queen,and ensure the Acoma name survives.'

 

Keyoke lay with eyes closed. He did not speak, but thehand within Mara's returned a light squeeze. She smoothedthe fingers against the coverlet and noticed the fast, threadypulse that raced through the veins on his wrist. He wasdying. The fact could not be denied.

 

'Rest well, grandfather of my heart,' Mara whispered. Ina forced show of calm she arose and stepped to the doorway.
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'Get my runner slave, and every available messenger,' shemurmured to the servant outside. 'I also want guild runnersin Sulan-Qu.'

 

She spoke quickly, unaware of the rotund man in thesmock who hurried down the corridor and stopped, quizzically,at her side. He carried a bulging bag of elixirs, and hisperson smelled fustily of herbs. 'You will send for the priestof Hantukama?' he asked, in a voice that was schooled to bemild.

 

Mara spun, noticed the presence of her personal healer,and returned a quick nod. 'It is necessary, don't you think?'

The healer sighed in sympathy. 'Lady Mara, I doubt thatyour Adviser for War will remain conscious past the dawn,or breathe for two more days after that.'

 

'He will live,' Mara returned fiercely. 'I will,find him apriest, and pay for a prayer gate to have the magic of the godinvoked for healing.'

 

The healer rubbed arched brows and looked weary.'Lady, the priests are not so easily moved. They are loyal tono one but their god, and they consider common villagersthe equal of even the Emperor. If you do find a priest ofHantukama, and they are rare, no prayer gate will lure himto forsake the sick already in his care for the sake of a dyingwarrior.'

 

Mara regarded the man with his sacks of useless remediesand his unwelcome truths. Her eyes lacked even a spark ofcompassion. 'We shall see, master healer. We shall see.'

Before that look the healer quailed, and ducked hastilyinto the sickroom. Mara's voice pursued him, low anddetermined as a spear thrust. 'Keep him alive and comfort

able That is all that need concern you.'

 

She resumed her instruction to the servant, and to therunner slave recently arrived.

 

Bent at Keyoke's side, counting the pulse on one dry,heated wrist, the healer turned his eyes heavenward and

prayed to Chochocan and Hantukama for a miracle.Keyoke was weakening, and not a remedy in his satchelcould stay the spirit from Turakamu's call. The healer wenton to examine the whites of Keyoke's eyes, and then tocheck his bandages; of the two, his gods and his mistress,this moment he feared the wrath of the Lady the more.

Preparation for the war in Dustari overturned the quietroutine on the Acoma estate. In the crafts compound, theconstant hiss of the sharpener's wheel sang in rhythm withthe calls of slaves and apprentices directing the unloading ofsupplies, and the thick, pitchy odour of the resin potsoverlaid the akasi blossoms' sweeter tang. The smelllingered in the air, invading even Mara's quarters, where, atdawn, she stood by the screen looking out.

 

'Come back to bed,' Kevin murmured, his eyes admiringher slender, nude silhouette. 'If you're determined to worry,you'll do a better job of it if you're relaxed and rested.'

Mara did not answer but continued to stare through themists and the moving shadows of the herd boys hurrying totend the needra in the meadows. She did not see the slaves,though, or the soft beauty of the lands she had inheritedfrom her forefathers. She only saw a thousand Minwanabisoldiers crossing her borders bent on conquest.

Keyoke must stay alive to manage while she was away,Mara thought. As if her lover had not spoken, she began aritual prayer pattern invoking Lashima's protection uponthe life of her Adviser for War, who lay in a coma on hiscushions, with the Red God poised for final conquest.

Kevin sighed and uncurled like a hunting cat from thepillows his Lady had vacated. Plainly this was not to be amorning for talk and lovemaking. They had done enough ofthat last night, anyway, the Midkemian reflected, runninghis fingers through his hair. Mara had come to him tense,almost to the point of anger, and their interaction had held
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little tenderness. Though usually content to be stroked intopassion, Mara had hurled herself upon him as if frenziedwith lust. Her hands came as close as they ever had toscratching, though violence of any sort in the bedchamberabhorred her. And when she found her release in aconvulsive burst of emotion, she had sobbed stormily intohis shoulder and soaked her hair with her tears.

Not being Tsurani, Kevin had not been repulsed by herbreak in composure. Sensitive that this woman neededcomfort, he had simply held her and stroked her until she fellinto exhausted sleep.

 

Now, watching her stand, sword-straight and slim as agirl in the frame of the opened screen, he saw that she hadrecovered her resilience; she was very strong. But upon hershoulders rested the well-being of all who made theirlivelihood on her far-flung holdings, from respected factorsand advisers to the lowliest of her kitchen scullions. Fear forher young son haunted her, waking and sleeping, and Kevinwondered how long she could last before she broke underthe strain.

 

He arose, tossed a robe over his shoulders - even afterthree years, he could never quite feel comfortable with theTsurani disregard for modesty - and joined Mara by thescreen. He slipped an arm over her shoulders, surprised tofind her rigid and shivering.

 

'Mara,' he said gently, and opened his robe and wrappedone side of it around her, bundling her against his warmth.

'I'm worried about Keyoke,' she admitted, snugglingagainst him. 'You've been a great comfort.' She rested herhead against his forearm and tickled a playful hand downhis groin.

 

Kevin considered sweeping her up and carrying her backto the bed; but once again her thoughts carried her awayfrom him, and after a moment she pulled clear of hisembrace and clapped her hands sharply.
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Servants invaded the chamber, clearing away sleepingmat and cushions, and hustling to assemble Mara'swardrobe. Kevin retired to a screened-off corner to dress.When he emerged, he was surprised to see a breakfast traylaid with fruit, chocha, and bread, but untouched; andalthough a staff of three remained standing by to serve,Mara was no longer in the room.

 

'Where is the Lady?' Kevin inquired.

 

The house servant in charge regarded him with no senseof humility; no matter how fine the embroidery on Kevin'sMidkemian-style shirt, he was still a slave, inferior instation, and not worthy of courtesy from a free man. 'TheLady has gone to the front entrance.' He fell silent, and asmall battle of wills ensued. At last, seeing that Kevin wouldneither demean himself further by speaking, nor go abouthis business, but would stand staring down from hisimmense height with unblinking blue eyes, the servantsniffed. 'A messenger has arrived.'

 

'Thanks,' Kevin muttered with dry irony, wishing asalways that the Tsurani caste system were less rigid, and thatsomeone in the whole bowing and scraping lot had thoughtto inform him of the arrival. Even Mara, but she had worriesenough. He pulled on his sandals in hopping leaps throughthe door and hurried down the corridor to join her.

The messenger proved to be one of Arakasi's, dustcoveredand travel-worn. A boy in his teens, he had plainlyrun through the night, and from a distance much fartherthan Sulan-Qu.

 

'We are committed to three shrines,' he was saying asKevin drew close. 'One must be stone. And we must alsobuild a prayer gate on your estate, to the Gods of FortunateAspect.'

 

This meant Chochocan, Lashima, Hantukama, and half adozen others Kevin could not separate, their names andtheir qualities being strange to one of foreign origins. In
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Kelewan there was even a god who governed the concept ofhonour.

 

'The facing must be of corcara,' the messenger ended, inpointed reference to the prayer gate.

 

The promised structure would become a costly undertaking,Kevin realized, as he sorted through his growingTsurani vocabulary and identified corcara to be a shellresembling abalone.

 

But matters of finance and debt left Mara surprisinglyunconcerned. 'When will the healer priest arrive?'

The messenger bowed. 'Noon today, Lady. Arakasi'sman arranged for hired bearers and paid the premium forhaste.'

 

Mara closed her eyes, her face delicately pale in thethinning mists of dawn. 'Pray to the Gods of FortunateAspect that we have that long.' Then she seemed to noticethe messenger's weariness as if for the first time. 'Rest andrefresh yourself,' she said quickly. 'You have done well, andyour master's pledge to Hantukama shall be met. I willspeak to Jican at once, and by the time the priest arrives wewill have artists at work on drawings for the shrines andprayer gate.'

 

She would need to sell some outlying holdings to pay heraccount to the healer priest, but that was of decreasedconcern, with the Dustari campaign in the offing. Some ofthe outlying properties must be sacrificed, anyway, and theirgarrisons brought home to deter any threat to the estate. Butalthough Mara usually attended to such important matterspersonally, this time she delegated responsibility to Jican.She heard and granted a list of requests from Lujanconcerning immediate outfitting needs for her soldiers.Then, without a thought for the breakfast she had forgotten,she continued onward to the chamber where Keyoke lay,surrounded by candles and eased by servants, but unconscious beyond recall, and breathing so shallowly that it
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seemed impossible he was alive. Kevin waited respectfully inthe doorway while Mara crossed the lit expanse of the floorand fell to her knees on the cushion by Keyoke's side.

'Honoured one, stay with us,' she murmured. 'Help willbe coming by noon today. Arakasi has found a priest ofHantukama, who travels even now to aid the Acoma.'

Keyoke lay utterly still. Not even his eyelids flickered, andhis skin remained white as nut paste.

 

Inescapably, he was a man at death's door. Kevin hadobserved enough battle wounds and their aftereffects torecognize the facts. In pity, he left the doorway antcrouched down behind his mistress. His hands lockedsolidly around her waist, and he said, 'Dear one, he cannot

hear you.' .

 

Mara shook her head stubbornly, and her unbound hairfilled his nostrils with its scent. 'We believe differently. TheWheel of Life is many-sided, so say our priests. Keyoke'sfleshy ears may not hear, but his spirit, resting within hiswal, never sleeps. His spirit will know I have spoken, antwill take strength from Hantukama to hold Turakamu a tbay.'

 

'I hope your faith bears fruit,' Kevin murmured. But helooked at Keyoke's wasted flesh, and the hands upon whichpast sword scars showed like a white intaglio design, and hefelt his own hope falter. His hands tightened upon the Ladyto share comfort, and also sadness, and a fear he lacked thecourage to face. Should he lose her, he thought- andbanished the idea at once. An uneasy discovery followed,that should he be offered the chance for free return to hishomeworld, he might not wish to leave her side.

'Live, Keyoke,' he said. 'You are needed.' And whether ornot the wal of the warrior could hear him, the tallMidkemian spoke the words equally for himself.

The healing priest of Hantukama arrived just past the hour
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of noon, with such marked lack of ceremony that hispresence came as a surprise.

 

Mara had not left Keyoke's chamber. She had answeredthe questions of her advisers there, and turned awayservants who offered food. When noon came, she arose andbegan to pace, her brows drawn in a frown. Occasionallyshe would turn a concerned glance at the too still figure amidthe cushions. Kevin, sitting quietly to one side, observed hisLady's agitation, but knew better than to speak or offersympathy. She might appear to be wholly absorbed in herworry, but the distance in her eyes warned otherwise. Herthoughts were very far from this sickroom, enmeshed inrituals of prayer and meditation learned in Lashima'stemple. There was rhythm to her movements, a dancelikeadherence to forms that bespoke purpose rather than anaimless burning of energy. She finished one such pattern,blinked like a dreamer roused from sleep, and found aplainly robed figure standing beside her.

 

Dust-streaked, slender to the point of fragility, he worerobes that were almost as coarse as a slave's. His hands weredark from the sun, and his face like a wrinkled, dried fruit.He did not bow, but looked upon the Lady of the Acomawith dark eyes that burned with a tireless energy.

Mara started slightly. Then she made a holy sign with onehand. 'You serve Hantukama as healer?'

 

The man did bow, then, but not to her. 'The god walks inmy presence.' His brow furrowed. 'I did not interrupt yourdo-chan-lu?'he inquired, referring to the exercise of walkingmeditation.

 

Mara waved the apology aside. 'I welcome your presence,holy one, and would gladly suffer interruption, had therebeen one.' With no apparent strain, and not even a glance at

the comatose form of Keyoke, she went on to offer the littlepriest refreshment, and food, if he required.

 

He looked at her, considered, and then smiled, a startling
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great.'

 

expression that radiated a warmth of compassion. 'TheLady is gracious, and I thank her, but my need is not s'

'Hantukama bless you, holy one,' Mara said, and relicshowed plainly in her voice as she indicated the sick warrior'upon the mat. 'There is one here in grave need of healing.

The priest nodded once and moved beyond her. The backof his head was shaved in a semicircle that began just behindthe ears and ended at the nape, where the hair had bee.allowed to grow long in a lustrous tail of intricate braid. 'will need basins, water, and a brazier,' he said, not lookingaround. 'My assistant will bring in my herbs.'

Mara clapped for a servant, while the priest bent andwith neat economy of movement, removed his dirty sandals~At his request, a servant washed his hands and feet, but h.refused the use of a towel. Instead, he laid his damp fingers"upon Keyoke's forehead and stood for an interval, notmoving. His breathing slowed to match that of the injuredwarrior's. For a long minute nothing happened. Then he ranhis fingers.lightly down Keyoke's jaw and neck, and on, overthe coverlet and bandages that clothed the warrior's sinewybody. Over the site of each injury the priest paused,profoundly still, then at last moved on. When he reached thewarrior's one foot he stopped, slapped the sole gently withhis palms, and said a word that seemed to ring with echoes.

He turned at last to Mara, and now his face looked greyand worn and weary. 'The warrior is at the gates of the halls ofTurakamu and holds back his entrance only by greatforce of will,' he said sadly. 'He is nearly beyond recall. Whydo you wish him to live?'

 

Mara stepped backwards into the unyielding wood of thedoorframe, and wished that Kevin's arms were there tosupport her now. But she had sent the barbarian off, out offear that his outworld beliefs might unwittingly offend thepriest. She looked at the ragged little man, whose hands
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were heavy with calluses, and whose eyes saw far too much.She weighed his question carefully, aware that muchdepended upon her answer. She sorted through hermemorieS of Keyoke, from the strong hand that lifted herwhen she fell and scraped her knees as a child, to the swordthat had never faltered in defence of her father in the face ofhis enemies; how greatly the Acoma name depended uponKeyoke's expertise. The reasons she should want him backwere myriad, too many to say in one breath. She consideredher former Force Commander, for himself, his loyalty andhis honour, a shining inspiration to all of the soldiers he hadled. She opened her mouth to say that he belonged at thehead of her army, but something Kevin had once observedjostled the words from her mind.

 

Swayed by this markedly foreign concept, Mara blurtedsomething very different from what she had initiallyintended. 'We wish Keyoke among us because we love him.'

The priest's critical expression broke into a surprised butheartwarming smile. 'Lady, you have answered well andwisely. Love by itself is the healer, not honour, not need, notduty. For love alone will my god Hantukama answersummons, and lend your warrior the strength to live.'

Mara felt weak in the knees. In an overwhelming rush ofrelief she heard the priest excuse her from the room, that hehave solitude to invoke his sacred rituals.

 

Alone except for his assistant, a boy with shorn hair and aloincloth not so very different from a slave's, the priest ofHantukama set up his brazier. All the while he worked, hisvoice intoned a chant that rose and fell, like poetry, likemusic, but not; the guards beyond the closed screen felt thehair prickle at their napes, and they sweated, aware ofpowers beyond their understanding being summonedbeyond the wall.

 

The priest opened a voluminous satchel and set forth
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small bundles of herbs, each one painstakingly blessed, andtied with threads spun in a ritual known only to a handful ofhis brethren who wandered the Empire in Hantukama'sservice. Each little bundle had a packet attached, labelled withholy symbols and sealed with scented wax. Not even theassistant knew what ingredients made up the fine powdersinside. Out of respect, the boy had never dared to ask.

The priest sorted through his sacred remedies, liftingthem, weighing them, sensing to the depths the virusesimbued within each. He discarded the ones made forcoughs, and others ensorcelled to encourage fruitful childbirth.He laid others, for blood loss, and infections, andfevers, and proper digestion, in a neat array to one side. Tothese he added still more, for reinstatement of the spirit, andrestoration of circulation, and the knitting of injured boneand sinew. He deliberated a moment, touched Keyoke'shand, and added another, for strength. Over the leg, heclicked his tongue. He could not restore tissue that had beensevered and discarded. Had the cut limb been saved inturpentine, he might have managed; but maybe not. Thebelly wound offered difficulty enough.

 

'Old warrior,' murmured the priest between invocations,'let us hope that you love yourself enough to transmute theshame of bearing a crutch into the pride of wearing a badgeof honour.'

 

His wizened hands rearranged the remedies into patterns,and blessed them, again and again; at one point Keyoke'sbody lay ringed with little bundles of herbs. At another, hewore them in rows down the nerve centres of his torso andabdomen. Then the boy assistant lit the brazier, and one byone, with the appropriate song of praise to Hantukama, thebundles were lit and consumed. The packets of powder weredusted in the air above Keyoke, with murmured exhortationsto breathe deep, breathe in the strength of the earthand the regenerative powers of the god.
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The last of the herbs went up in smoke, and the chamberswirled with incense. The priest gathered his inner energiesinto a tight knot and became a channel for the glory of hisgod. He bent over Keyoke and touched the chilly hands thatlay unmoving on the coverlet. 'Old warrior,' he intoned, 'inthe name of Hantukama, I ask that you give up your swordarm. Your hands are not yours but my god's, to work forpeace and harmony. Give up your striving, and walk in love,and find your strength returned in full measure.'

The priest paused, then, waiting as quietly as a fish in thedepths of a noon-heated pool. 'Find your strength,' hemurmured, and his voice held a coaxing tone, as though hespoke to a tiny child.

 

At last, reluctantly, a warming began beneath his fingers.The sensation grew to a glow that brightened softly yellow.

The priest nodded and set his hands over Keyoke's face.'Old warrior,' he intoned, 'in the grace of Hantukama, I askthat you give up your senses, vision, hearing, taste, smell,and touch. Your senses are not yours but my god's, forexperiencing the glory that is life. Give up your speech, andwalk in joy, and find your senses enhanced and fully vital.'

The glow happened more slowly this time.~ The priestfought sagging shoulders, while he moved on and laid dryhands over Keyoke's heart. 'Old warrior, by the will ofHantukama, I ask that you give up your desires. Your spiritis not yours but my god's, for reflecting the perfection that iswholeness. Give up your wants, and live in compassion, andfind your being filled in full measure.'

 

The priest waited, huddled into himself like old stone.The assistant watched with folded arms and wide eyes. Andwhen the glow came, it crackled and blazed like a new fireand bathed the sick man from head to foot in curtains of

impenetrable brilliance.

 

The priest withdrew his hands, cupped as though theyheld something inestimably precious. 'Keyoke,' he saidgently.

 

;

 

The warrior opened his eyes, stiffened sharply, and criedout at the blinding light that stabbed into his eyes and filledhis spirit with awe.

 

'Keyoke,' repeated the priest. His voice was tired butkindly. 'Fear not. You walk in the warmth of my god,Hantukama the healer. Your Lady has petitioned for yourhealth. If my god grants you life and restored health, howwill you serve her?'

 

Keyoke's eyes stared straight ahead, into the blazing netof healer's spells. 'I serve her, always, as a father does adaughter, for my heart knows her as the child I never had.Sezu I served for honour; his children I served out of love.'

The priest's weariness fled. 'Live, Keyoke, and heal by thegrace of my god.' He opened his hands, and the light flashedintolerably, blindingly bright; then it faded, leaving only thedying embers in the brazier, and the played-out smoke ofburnt herbs.

 

On the mat, Keyoke lay quiet, his eyes closed, and hishands as still as before. But a faint flush of rose showedbeneath his skin, and his breathing was long and deep, thatof a man in sleep.

 

The priest sat carefully on the cushion Mara had usedearlier for kneeling. 'Fetch the Lady of the Acoma,'he toldhis young assistant. 'Tell her, with joy, that her warrior is anextraordinary man. Tell her that he will survive.'

The boy started up and ran to do the bidding of hismaster. By the time he returned with the Lady, the priest hadpacked up his brazier. The ashes and the coals weremysteriously disposed of, and the little man who hadbrought them the miracle was curled up in sleep upon thefloor.

 

'The healing was a difficult one,' the boy assistantconfided. Then, as Mara's servants attended to the needs ofhis master and brought dishes of food for the boy, Marawent to the pallet and quietly regarded Keyoke.

'He will sleep for several days, probably,' the boyexplained. 'But his wounds will slowly close. Do not expecthim to be on his feet too quickly.'

 

Mara smiled wryly. She could see the changes thatindicated a return to vitality, and her heart sang inside withgratitude for the gift of the priest and his god. 'We're goingto require a warrior of extraordinary strength and courageto tell this old campaigner that he must keep to his bed. Foras I know Keyoke, he's going to wake up asking for hissword.'

 

The days passed in a rushed flurry of activity. Factorsarrived and departed at Jican's direction, settling the sales ofneedra stock, and incoming shipments of supplies. Thesheds that once housed breeding bulls were now half-filledwith chests of new armour and swords. Acoma leatherworkersstitched tents for barracks in the desert, and thepotters fashioned clay hurricane lamps, pierced in patterns,to cradle oiled rags for torches. Dustari was a barren land,and devoid of trees; the woodworkers fired their ovens tomake charcoal.

 

The bustle was not confined to the craftsmen's compounds.the practice yard lay under a continual cloud ofdust as Lujan drilled his soldiers and green, newly promotedofficers. He staged manoeuvres in the fields, swamps, andwoodlands and came back with chosen soldiers, to walkbarefoot, their muddy war sandals in hand, through themain house to the chamber where Keyoke lay recovering.The Adviser for War reviewed their performance, criticizedtheir weaknesses, and praised their strengths. He spent thehours in between poring over maps of the estate andworking out strategies of defence; from his mat he heldclasses for officer training. For no one doubted that Tasaioof the Minwanabi had contrived the Dustari campaign forno other reason than to leave the Acoma vulnerable.

273

 

Mara herself was everywhere, overseeing all aspects ofthe endeavour that prepared her army for departure. On themorning that Nacoya finally contrived to overtake her, withKevin absent and no servants or advisers at hand, the Ladywas seated in her garden by the fountain under the ulo tree.She often used the place for informal meditation, but latelyher free time had gone exclusively to her son. Nacoya peeredsurreptitiously at her Lady's quiet pose, and the frown thatfaintly marked the skin between her brows; she measuredthe hands, which were still, and judged the momentpropitious for talk.

 

Nacoya entered the garden and bowed before hermistress.

 

Mara bade her rise and sit on the cushions with her. Sheregarded her First Adviser with eyes that had circles underthem and said, 'I wrote the letter to Hokanu yesterday.'

The old woman nodded slowly. 'That is well, but not myreason for seeking you.'

 

Mara's frown deepened at the tone of her adviser's voice.'What is it, mother of my heart?'

 

Nacoya loosed a deep sigh and plunged. 'Lady, I wouldsuggest that you be thinking of choosing my successor. Donot think I dislike my duties, or that I feel the honour of mypost as a burden. I serve my Lady gladly in all ways. But I amgrowing old, and it is in my heart to point out that you haveno younger servants in training to assume the mantle ofadviser when I am gone. Jican is middle-aged, but he lackscanniness in politics. Keyoke has the perception to take onthe role of First Adviser, but he and I are of an age, and therewill not always be a priest of Hantukama to defer the RedGod's due.'

 

A breeze sighed through the ulo leaves, and watersplashed in the fountain. Mara's fingers stirred against theloosened folds of her robe and gathered the fabric about her.'I hear you, old mother. Your words are wise, and well
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considered. I have thought upon the issue of your replacement.'She paused and softly shook her head. 'You know,Nacoya, that too many of our best people died with myfather.'

 

Nacoya nodded. She gestured to the fountain. 'Lifecontinually renews itself, daughter of my heart. You mustfind new minds, and train them.'

 

That was a risky venture, as both of them knew. To takeon new servants and raise them to high levels of responsibilityinvited the chance for an enemy to infiltrate a new spy.Arakasi's network was good, but not infallible. Yet thenecessity could not be denied. Mara needed trusted peoplearound her, or she would be too encumbered by everydaydecisions to maintain her status in the Great Game.

'I will put effort into finding a new cadre of advisers, butafter the campaign in Dustari is completed,' she concludedat last. 'If I return home, and the natami remains in thesacred glade, then we will search for new talent. But the riskis too great to be taken beforehand. Ayaki must besurrounded only by servants who were born here, andwhose loyalty remains beyond question.'

 

Nacoya arose and bowed. 'My Lady's permission toleave?'

 

Mara smiled slightly at the stoop-shouldered figure of heradviser. 'Permission given. Take a nap, old mother. Youlook as if you could use it.'

 

'I just got up!' Nacoya snapped. 'Take a nap yourself, andwithout that needra stud of a barbarian for a change. Whenhe's there you get no sleep, and you'll be needing thyza powderto cover the wrinkles that come before you're thirty.'

'Sex does not make wrinkles!' Mara laughed. 'That's anold nurse's tale. Don't you have duties? The day's messagesto sort through ?'

 

'I do have that,' Nacoya conceded. 'You're getting moreinquiries from suitors.'
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At Sulan-Qu the Acoma host boarded barges. Nakedslaves poled them downriver through the press of commercialtraffic, and grain barges, guild boats, and raftsmenpulled aside to let them pass. Southward they floated,through Hokani Province, past the lands of the Anasati,where warriors in red and yellow offered them salute fromthe shore. Although Lord Tecuma was a reluctant ally,Mara did not stop. He would make no overtures towardsocial friendship unless Mara returned from Dustari withher family honour intact. ~

 

For Kevin, the river offered endless fascination. He spenteven the hottest hours by the rail, talking to the barge masterand the slaves who manned the poles with equal interest. Hestudied the water craft, so different from those of hishomeworld, arid within days became expert at distinguishingguild colours from house crests, hired craft from thoseprivately owned.

 

Mara's army drew steadily toward the south, past flotillasof barges bearing market goods, some lashed together intopermanent stalls that were patronized by the nobles whoused the river as transport between Jamar and Sulan-Qu.Fast messenger boats raced between slower craft, furiouslypaddled by sweating slaves. Once they passed an imperialbarge, bright with gilt and hung with banners, its white andgold colouring a dazzling change from the many-colouredcraft of the nobles. Mara travelled in her barge of state,which was green and adorned with a shatra bird figurehead.She sat beneath a feathered shade, fanned by her slaves, andcomfortably surrounded with perfumed flowers to mask theless pleasant stinks of sewage and river mud. Kevin sawother Lords travelling in style, attended by musicians, poets,and performers. One even had a troupe of travelling playersperforming upon a stage for his pleasure. Overflowingbaskets of fruit lay before him, and fat lapdogs lounged allover his pillows, like so many beribboned sausages. Unlike
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the pets and hunting dogs of Midkemia, the dogs ofKelewan were short-haired and sleek, as a consequence ofthe climate.

 

They passed thyza barges, and travelling farm workers,and what looked like the Kelewanese equivalent of travellinggypsy musicians. 'Khardengo,' Mara identified, whenKevin mentioned the comparison, giving a brief descriptionof gypsies. 'It is written in the old chronicles that they were afamily that preferred wandering to taking land. They live inbarges and wagons, it is true, much like your gypsies ofMidkemia. But unlike your barbarians, the Khardengo havehonour. They do not steal for their living.'

 

Kevin laughed. 'The gypsies have their own culture. Bytheir mores, they do not steal, only -' he paused, unable tofind the right word, and settled for his own language 'borrow.'

 

'Borrow?' Mara squinted up at him where he loungedchewing sekka rinds dipped in vinegar. 'What is that?'

Kevin used other words to explain, and saw her raise hereyebrows in astonishment. Strange, he thought, that theTsurani concept of honour allowed goods to be exchangedas purchases, gifts, and spoils; but no equivalent to theneighbourly concept of lending a thing between friendsexisted at all. He prepared himself for another afternoon oftalk, as Mara explored the concept exhaustively.

The river flowed into the great delta above the city ofJamar. There they held to the west side of the river, whichtook them into a deep channel leading to the harbour. Tothe east the great delta fanned out, alive with rafts scurrying

across the water, as fishermen netted the soft-shelleddenizens of the shallows, or sought to capture game birds.

Kevin openly stared as they entered the river traffic atJamar, the major seaport and trade centre for Szetac andHokani provinces. Larger than Sulan-Qu, the city wasgrander and more sprawling. The wharves were built as
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wide as an avenue, and elevated enough to loom over hightides when storms struck from the south. The length was ascrowded as any thoroughfare, bustling with stevedoresunloading the blue-water ships that made port from all partsof the Empire. The ships rode high, as the tide was almostfull, and Kevin could see the rich tapestry of alien sightsalong the wharf as the Acoma barges passed.

 

Bales of dyestuffs lay piled next to lashed stacks of rarewoods, alongside chests whose chops were ribboned andcomplex. Mercenaries stood guard over such shipments,indicating their value.

 

The Acoma barges passed by a low-riding series of ferrybarges, loaded to near sinking by stout crates. They leakedexotic smells, of spices used to cure hides, perfumes, and therich aroma of ground chocha-la.

 

The Acoma craft passed by landings piled high with rugs,prayer mats and yarns, leather and lacquer, spirits and resin.Each valuable shipment was shepherded by slate-bearingfactors, hadonras, and caravan masters. Under hot sunlight,two-wheeled vehicles pulled by slaves transported the goodsfrom shipboard to docks, and from docks into wagons ondry land.

 

Kevin watched with interest those Tsurani he had neverhad a chance to glimpse before. Sly-eyed sailors drank jugsof liquor in the shadows of the alleys, or paired off with thepainted ladies of the Reed Life who displayed their fleshlywares from gallery boudoirs hung with perfumed silks.Street urchins begged coins, and cart vendors hawked waresin a variety of singsong calls. Bead sellers vied for shorefrontspace where incoming ships landed tenders, to be the first tosell trinkets for sweethearts to sailors coming ashore.

Kevin felt a chill as they rounded the bulk of a large ship,and the slave market came into view. Though it was ignoredby the others on Mara's barge, Kevin recognized thecompound at once from its high picket fence, and the naked

. .

 

l

 

;:

 

:;

 

:~

 

.;

,r

_ _

 

men standing in coffles with overseers snapping their goads.The female slaves were kept from the sun under canopies,and if they were no more clothed, the pretty ones were cleanso they might attract masters who would buy them forpleasure.

 

Reminded by the sight that he was still Mara's property,Kevin's interest in Jamar's strange sights flagged at last. Hefelt no regret when the ship hired to carry the Acoma armyacross the sea came into sight. Nets were lowered for thecho-ja to scramble up, and then the Acoma soldiers. Mara'slitter was lifted, while she calmly sat inside, by the hoist usedto load cargo. Then supplies were hurried aboard.

The captain that Lujan had engaged to provide theiroverseas passage was efficient and determined to make thepeak tide that was but minutes away. He called the dockcrews to cast off, even as his sailors were lashing downboxes of Acoma supplies.

 

The vessel drew away from the wharf, dragged intodeeper, less crowded waters by a longboat with a dozenoarsmen. Slaves rowed in time to a drum pounded by a fatman in a loincloth, who called off rhymes to synchronize thedip, pull, and lift of the heavy looms. The blades rose fromthe water in a flash of bright colours. Slaves had paintedthem in bright patterns, to ward off ill luck at sea.

Coalteca was the name of the vessel Lujan had hired. She

carried three masts, and a massive, carven tiller that tookseven slaves to man. The ship drew off from the land, andthe smaller craft used by fishermen and shore tradersthinned out. The towboat cast off lines, and the pilot onboard waved the disengaged signal to Coalteca's captain,who barked commands to raise sail. Deckhands scurriedaloft and loosed lines, and yards of fibre sails cascaded downand bellied into the wind. Standing in kaleidoscopicpatterns of reflected light, Kevin saw that the canvas, like theslaves' oars, was painted with symbols and patterns. The
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result lent the air of a circus tent, a mad riot of colours thatheld no harmony, except to Tsurani eyes. Kevin squinted,rubbed his temples, and decided that if he was a god of illfortune, he would avert his gaze from such a ship if only tokeep from getting headaches. As he leaned on the rail andhoped he would escape the seasickness he had sufferd onboard a Kingdom ship, he stared at the waves and wonderedif Coalteca's keel was painted in patterns to ward off attackby sea serpents.

 

After sundown, in 4 comfortable cabin lit with the firelessblue-violet globes made by the cho-ja, he asked Mara. Thisrequired learning a new word, as the concept of seamonsters had never before been discussed.

 

'Ah,' Mara cried in discovery, after a quarter hour ofgestures, and finally crude chalk drawings on a slate. 'Iunderstand what you want to say. You ask about the egu,large creatures, similar to relli, that live in the deeps beneaththe waves. Yes, the Sea of Blood is filled with them. Eachship carries lances tipped with oiled rags. You called them"harpoons" earlier, but they are not the same as darts to killfish. An emu lance is always lit when fired. Sailors say onlyflame or a Great One's spells will repel attacks by egu.'

Kevin rubbed his temples again. Dinner did not find himwith any appetite, and he decided to retire to sleep.

'My great barbarian gets seasick,' Mara teased, thehealthy flush of her own cheeks a sure indication that themalady was no problem for her. She shot her lover a flashingglance and said, 'I know an infallible cure for bellyaches.'She then shed her robe without ceremony and tumbled intothe alcove where he knelt, trying to sort cushions fromblankets.

 

His robe soon joined hers, abandoned in a heap on thefloor. Further thoughts of egu did not trouble his sleep afterthat, for he had no energy left to think.

 

-:

5

 

:'

 

i:

 

Coalteca completed her crossing inside a week, untroubledby egu, and tossed by surprisingly few squalls.

'It is summer,' Lujan said in answer to Kevin's inquiry.'The winds are steady, and the rainfall slight.' He raised asunburned arm and indicated the shoreline of Dustari, risingpurple off Coalteca's painted prow. 'Look, you can see ourdestination, the city of llama.'

 

The port in Dustari differed greatly from what Kevin hadobserved of Jamar, built on granite hills, and backed byjagged mountains. The wood-and-paper-screen constructionfavoured throughout the mainland Empire was hereaugmented by stone. Immense, multitiered towers arose,their pyramid structures serving as watch stations for amassive crenellated wall. Other towers with light beaconsmarked the string of scattered islets that extended seawardarms to the west. The headlands bulked darkly rocky,between expanses of reddish black sand of volcanic origin.The contours of the hills were steep-sided, and lush withtrees that had unfamiliar shapes. The smells on the breezewere also strange, and peppered with a pungence of spice.

'The grinders of condiments have sheds at the harbourside,'Lujan said, when Kevin commented. 'llama does greattrade in spices that grow only in the mountains to the south.'

The folk were also famous for their weaving, and prayermats woven in Dustari were reputed to carry good fortunein their threads. Fey blood ran strong in the folk from thatshore; many children born here grew up to take service withthe Assembly of Magicians.

 

Kevin longed for the chance to explore the town, andwatched the street traffic avidly as Coalteca dropped anchorin the bay. Two-wheeled carts moved along the docks,hauled by a six-legged creature much slighter than a needra.Weaving flocks of scarlet-and-white shore birds screamedand dived above the masts, chasing one another for thechance to snatch scraps tossed overboard by the cooks.
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Dirty urchins shouted, their voices echoing across theharbour, as they likewise sought handouts. Suddenly theircries stilled, and they wheeled and fled into waterfrontalleys. Kevin's interest sharpened.

 

Onto the wharf marched soldiers armoured in yellow andpurple. Bearers carried a lacquered litter hung with bannersbearing the symbol of a catlike animal entwined with asnake. Servants hurried aside to clear the way for thecompany, and the dock crews bowed low in deference.

'The Lord of the Xacatecas comes personally to meet us,'Mara commented in some surprise. Poised by Kevin'sshoulder, and dressed in rich robes of green, she woremakeup that artfully managed to play down her youth.

'You didn't expect him?' Kevin asked, turning to assessthe reason for her nerves.

 

'I did not.' Mara considered, frowning. 'That he has lefthis war camp to attend the arrival of the Acoma honours us.'She waved to one of her maids and said quickly, 'Unseal myblack-lacquered carry chest. I'm going to need a fineroverrobe.'

 

Kevin's eyes widened in surprise. 'The jewels you wearnow are already blinding.'

 

Mara fingered the seed pearls and emeralds stitched inrows and whorls at lapel and cuffs. 'For a Lord who rulesone of the Five Families, and the Warchief of Clan Xacala, Ishall wear metal. To appear in less than my finest apparelmight be taken as insult, and this man is one my people mustnever risk offending.'

 

Sailors began to lower Coalteca's tender, and underLujan's direction Mara's honour guard assembled on thedeck, their armour polished, and their spearheads adornedwith streamers. The Lady hastened off to change her robe.Kevin, dressed in Midkemian-style trousers and shirt, tookhis place among her cortege like a grey-and-white dove inthe midst of a festival.

 

Shortly after, Mara reappeared, clothed in an emerald silkoverrobe tastefully sewn with copper sequins. Kevin preferredit to the pearls, and said so; the reddish glint of thecopper set off the deep brown of her eyes. But thecompliment brought no smile from her.

 

Lujan saw his Lady settled on board the canopied tenderthat would bear her party ashore. The new ForceCommander's light brand of humour also seemed absent,which Kevin interpreted as a cue to be restrained. Changedfrom the brash captive freshly taken from the battlefield, theMidkemian had finally learned the wisdom of keeping quietwhen the time warranted. That Lord Xacatecas wasimmensely powerful was apparent by the depth of Mara'sbow, made the moment she stepped onto the stone wharf, tothe personage in yellow armour and dazzling gold wristbandswho sat like a king enthroned upon his litter.

The Lord of the Xacatecas inclined his head, arose, andreturned a polite bow. He was an older man, who did notappear dissipated. His flesh was sunburned and hard, andhis hazel eyes shrewd amid their wrinkles. His dress wasfine, yet not frivolous, and his mouth was bracketed by deepfolds that hinted at irony as he smiled.

 

'Lady Mara, are you well?'
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His voice was gruff, but well modulated. And Mara,looking up at him, smiled also. 'You honour me too much,my Lord,' she said in quick deference, by which Kevin knewthe man had higher rank, but had not insisted she speak first.Lord greeted Lady in friendliness, with a public display offavour. 'I am well,' Mare continued, her poise belying herstrain. 'And greatly flattered to see you here. You are well,Lord Chipino?'

 

'Well indeed,' the man replied, with sudden, acidsarcasm. He tossed back steel-coloured hair and laughed;Kevin could not see why, but decided the Lord wasresponding to some subtle nuance of Mara's as he offered
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his arm and led her forward. 'Lord Desio, may he and hiscousins die choking, shall be made to regret this day.'

Mara murmured something in reply that caused the Lordof the Xacatecas to laugh again, and to eye her with freshappreciation. He completed a gracious motion, and theLady was handed into the Lord's own litter, a thoughtfulcourtesy, since his personal appearance had not beenexpected, and time had not allowed the Acoma servants tounpack her palanquin. The company of warriors moved offin squares of black and yellow offset like a chequerboardwith squares of green.

 

'If I were younger,' boomed the Lord in his gravelly voice,'I would be minded to give young Hokanu some competition.'

 

Well, Kevin decided - with a small pang of jealousy - atleast the Lord of the Xacatecas seemed charmed by the Ladywho desired his alliance.

 

'For which your beautiful Lady wife would wish mepoisoned,' Mara demurred smoothly. 'Is Isashani well?'

'Well, thank you, and grateful for my absence, whichkeeps her from becoming pregnant again. Turn here,' LordChipino instructed his bearers. The company wheeledsmartly across a narrow intersection and entered thecanopied shade of an open-fronted hostel.

 

A refreshment bar extended the length of the back wall,and the sides were open framework. Soups, pastries, andassorted blends of local herb brew, called tesh, as well as theusual chocha were sold here. Benches and tables emptied aspatrons of lesser rank scurried to make room for theirbetters, and a flurry of servants in smocks descended toclean up leavings and lay out clean cups and plates. Chipinosaw Mara to a seat, took the Lord's place at the head of thetable, and set his elbows on the sanded planks, chin restedon his steepled fingertips. He regarded the girl who hadrouted Lord Jingu of the Minwanabi in his own home, and
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whose quickness at the game was earning her notoriety.Around him, Lujan's warriors and Xacatecas' werearrayed in defensive formation, leaving Kevin standing withthe bearers just beyond earshot of the conversation. Hecould tell by Mara's bearing that the social chat ended, andthat discussion of serious matters began almost immediately.Servants brought food, which was laid aside barelytouched, to make room for parchment maps, and a series ofslates brought in by a servant in yellow-and-purple livery.

Presently Mara waved for Kevin to come and stand at hershoulder. 'I want you to hear this,' she said, and by her tonethe Midkemian understood that she intended to ask hisopinion later, when they had time in private for talk.

The afternoon passed in discussion of the previous year'ssuccession of skirmishes, which had resulted in Mara'ssummons from the High Council.

 

'There is only one thing to be concluded,' Xacatecaswrapped up. 'The raiders from Tsubar are growing vastlymore numerous, and aggressive beyond their normalnature. What I would ask you is, why?'

 

Mara regarded the older man steadily, thinking. 'We shallfind out, Lord Chipino.' She spun her empty tesh cup withher fingers and said obliquely, 'Rest assured, my estates arevigorously fortified.'

 

The Lord of the Xacatecas smiled to show even teeth.'Then, daughter of Sezu, we understand each other well.The enemy shall gain nothing of advantage.' He reachedout, and lifted his goblet of Jamar crystal in hands that boreno rings. 'To the victory,' he said softly.

 

Mara met his eyes and nodded, and for some unknownreason Kevin felt chilled.

 

The Coalteca had been unloaded by the time the Lord andLady emerged from their table of refreshment. Mara'spalanquin awaited beside Lord Chipino's, and servants had
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commandeered a herd of pack beasts. These were lightweight,six-legged, and to Kevin's eyes, resembled a crossbetween a camel and a llama, except for the ears, whichwere scaled and whorled like a lizard's. Mara's wardrobechests and the tents, braziers, charcoal sacks, oil barrels, andstores and supplies for her army had all been strapped tostrange, U-shaped racks that rode the creatures' backs likesaddles. The train was a very long one, noisy with the bleatof animals and the calls of swarthy-faced tenders who woreloose scarves at their throats. Drovers in baggy garmentsstriped in garish colours prodded their charges into astraggling order of march; the human and cho-ja companiesformed up more quickly, and ascent into the mountainsbegan.

 

Kevin followed with the rest of Mara's house servants.Distracted by a giggling child who rolled in the gutter by theroadside, he was startled by a splash of warm fluid.

He spun, discovered a white gobbet of saliva drippingfrom his shirt sleeve, and grimaced. 'Damn it to hell,' he saidin Midkemian.

 

Lujan smiled broadly in commiseration. 'Don't stand tooclose to the querdidra,' he called in caution. 'They spit.'

Kevin flicked his hand, and shed a foaming mess on thepavement. It reeked unpleasantly, like rotted onions.

'Evidently they don't like your smell,' the ForceCommander finished, laughing.

 

Kevin eyed the offending pack beast, which was lookingat him through violet, long-lashed eyes and curling itsmonkeylike lips. 'Feeling's mutual,' he groused. And hewished it a painful attack of constipation, and thorns in allsix of its padded feet. Dustari was going to be peachy, hegroused to himself, when the querdidra that carried thesupplies seemed to outnumber the soldiers.

 

The mountains changed drastically as they approached the

288

 

.

 

:~

 

:

 

.

1

1

i

 

passes. Forested slopes fell away, scoured by winds anddriven sand to bare rock. The smells of sun-heated stonereplaced those of greenery and soil, and the land became avista of bleakness. The high country dropped sharply offinto a broken series of buttes awash in vast oceans of sand.The sun burned in a sky pale green with drifts of airbornedust, and cooked the lands beneath to a shimmering curtainof heat waves. The rock itself seemed to smoulder, roughgrained,and textured red, black and ochre. The fires of itsforming seemed very recent, and renewed each day with thesharp blaze of sunrise.

 

In contrast, the nights were chill, with dry gusts cuttingthrough clothing like ice. It became no surprise that thedrovers and native guides wore their neckerchiefs over theirfaces to protect them from wind-driven grit. Centuries ofsuch weather had chiselled the rocks into odd formationsresembling towers or stacks of crockery, or sometimesdemonlike pillars that seemed to prop up the Kelewanesesky. Kevin and Mara both stared at such. shapes infascination, early on - but not after the first raid by desertmen, which happened on the steep trail leading to the top ofa pass.

 

Aware first of a blood curdling yell, and a disturbance inthe line of pack beasts up ahead, Mara whipped aside thecurtains of her palanquin. 'What's amiss?'

 

Lujan motioned for her to stay back, and then drew his

sword. Mara peered around him and through the ranks ofher honour guard saw small, broad-shouldered figures indun-coloured robes leaping in a screeching charge from acleft between the rocks. They grabbed the bridles of severalquerdidra and dragged them, bleating, off the road. Surefootedeven on loose stone, the creatures bucked and shiedas warriors in Xacatecas colours jumped downslope inpursuit.

 

Lujan shouted to his First Strike Leader and signalled
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broadly with his sword. Acoma warriors broke from thecaravan line lower down, on a switchback curve below theirposition. Their sally was joined, then overtaken by a fastmovingstrike force of cho-ja. Less sure than the insects, thehumans fanned out in a wide ring to cut off the desert men,while the cho-ja under their Strike Leader slipped past themand cut in an arc across the path of the riders' descent.

'Defer to Lord Chipino's officers,' Lujan commanded theAcoma. Then, as the Lord of the Xacatecas called somethingto Mara from his litter, the Lady touched her officer's sleeve.

'The Lord would have no live prisoners,' she instructed.

Lujan relayed the order.

 

Kevin watched, wide-eyed, as the cho-ja overtook theraiders. Seeing the shining black insectoids race upslope totake them, with their helmets sitting square on faces thatwere nothing close to human, and upraised forelimbs liftedlike razors to kill, the diminutive mountain men skidded to astop. They drove the querdidra forward with slaps andcurses, trying to disrupt the cho-ja ranks. But Lax'l'swarriors were fast, almost black blurs in the sunlight as theyswerved around the fear-maddened beasts. And uncannily,they made no sound, beyond the click of hooked feet onbroken rock. The cho-ja flowed past the disturbance andcame on, while the desert men spun and tried frantically torun.

 

The slaughter was swift. Kevin, who had never seen cho-jain war, felt gooseflesh rise beneath his sleeves. He had seenmen die, but never disembowelled from behind, with asingle stroke of those black, chitin-bladed forelimbs. Thecho-ja were deadly swift, and they slew with a machinelikethoroughness.

 

'Your cho-ja make short work of the nomads,' LordChipino observed, his grim tone revealing he derived noenjoyment from the deaths. 'Perhaps they will think twiceabout harassing our supply trains into llama henceforth.'

290

 

;

 

-.

 

,1

 

f

 

l

 

'

 

Mara lifted a fan from her cushions and tapped it open,thoughtfully. She cooled herself, more from nerves thanheat. Though blood sports did not appeal to her, she did notshow squeamishness at the sight of battle and death. 'Whyattack so heavily guarded a caravan? By Lashima, can't theysee we have your honour guard as well as three companies ofwarriors?'

 

Downslope, the Acoma Strike Leader's men were ineffectivelytrying to round up the frightened querdidra. LordChipino dispatched some of his own drovers to help, sincetheir knowledge of the beasts' handling was a necessity if thecaravan was to be moving again before sundown. 'Who cansay what motivates the barbarians,' he concluded, regardingMara across the space between palanquin and litter. 'If I didnot know better, I would say we were fighting fanatics of theRed God.'

 

But the Dustari nomads did not believe in Turakamu, orso said the texts at Lashima's temple where Mara hadstudied during her youth. The increase in border unrestmade no sense, and the descriptions of engagements LordChipino had offered in the hostel over maps added up tonothing but a profligate waste of lives. ~

 

Mara flicked her fan closed. More than ever, she fearedfor Ayaki, left at home on her estates. She had expected to

cross the ocean to provide support and swift solution for thetroublesome attacks on the border. Longing for a quickreturn home, she sensed that the problem was worse thanshe'd initially thought. She might not be back for the fallplanting, and that turned her heart icy with foreboding. Yetshe did not speak aloud of her worries. When the caravanregrouped and started forward, she asked to be shown themountain landmarks. Kevin walked beside her litter, listeningto Chipino's best scout name the peaks, the valleys, andthe rock tables that sometimes spanned the trail in windcarvedarchways of stone.
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They need not have been in a hurry to orient themselves tothis new, strange land. Time weighed heavily during themonths between engagements, and after the novelty of theearly weeks the stark, barren valleys sawed at the spirit andthe vast desert horizons scoured the soul to insignificance. Asoften as he could, Kevin retired to Mara's command tent,which, though constructed of layers of sewn needra hide,oiled to keep it pliable against the weather, was nonethelessopulent inside.

 

'Who passes?' called the guard at the door flap.

Kevin lowered the cloth he held pressed against his faceand sucked in a dust-laden breath. 'It is 1.'

 

The armoured guard waved him past with his spear butt.Kevin stooped, ducked through an inner door of fringes thatfiltered out most of the dirt, and blinked at the abruptchange in lighting. The main chamber of the command tentwas lit by torches of oiled rags, supported in crockery'sconces on poles jabbed upright into the earth. Hanging-from the roof peaks were cho-ja globes, an eerie blue-violetthat mixed uneasily with the warmer glow of flame light.The colours of woven rugs, cushions, and hangings sparkledstrangely, spiked by starred shadows that formed a mosaicof geometric patterns of their own, as though the belongingsand their assorted shadow shapes formed some alien gameboard upon which people were the players.

 

Try as he might, Kevin had never been able to liken theGame of the Council to chess; the Tsurani system of honourwas far too convoluted a custom for a foreigner to breakdown into moves. The desert men's strategies, on the otherhand, were less opaque. He had studied them exhaustivelythrough the seasons that had passed since their arrival. Thenomads sent raiders against the fortified passes, mostly atnight, and always in stealth. They sought to wear away atthe armies of Xacatecas and Acoma, here through attrition,and there through the nerve-sawing, actionless boredom.

Day after day dawned with no battle, beyond the waspstings of raiding at night. The forays were just frequentenough, and just well enough engineered, to keep the armieson the hair-trigger edge of vigilance.

 

The Xacatecas forces had been stretched thin to keep allthe minor trails through the mountains adequately guarded.With the support of the Acoma companies, Lord Chipinohad hoped the raiders would acknowledge superiornumbers and abandon incursions across the borders. Yetthe desert men had done no such thing; rather, they steppedup the frequency of their strikes, goading like insects flyingat needra bulls.

 

As the months dragged by with no change, Kevin hadbeen hesitant to venture his full opinion, that the attacksheld purpose behind them. He'd had the experience on thefield to justify his hunches; but Tsurani killed Midkemianofficers taken captive, and in preservation of his life he hadnever dared to admit his birth was noble to anyone this sideof the rift save a handful of Midkemian slaves. Shedding hisheadcloth and sandals and leaving them for servants to beatclean, he now walked across beautifully woven carpets towhere his Lady sat on cushions, a sand table depicting themountains and the desert border of the Empire spreadbefore her and Lujan.

 

'There you are,' Mara said, looking up. A river of ravenhair spilled loose over one shoulder; she caught it back witha hand like fine porcelain and smiled her welcome. 'We werediscussing a change in strategy,' end she nodded to indicateLujan.

 

Interested, Kevin quickened his step. He knelt on thecushions opposite the sand table and studied the smallclusters of green and yellow markers that representedAcoma and Xacatecas companies. The positions wereclustered like chains of beads along river courses, passes,and rocky, steep-sided valleys through which the winds
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keened after dark. Unless a sentry happened to catch themovement of the enemy silhouetted against stars or sky, hewould not hear footsteps; only a chance rattle of gravel,which often as not was set off by wind, and an attack thathappened in a flurried, surprise ambush. The knives of thedesert men were not metal, but they cut throats readilyenough.

 

'We want to eradicate their supply caches,' Mara said.'Burn them out. Your opinion is of interest, since you haveas much knowledge of the terrain here as any of us.'

Kevin licked his lips, a chill chasing his skin under thesleeves of his shirt and the broad-banded desert robe hewore like a cloak overtop. He looked at the sand map andwondered silently whether this was precisely what theenemy hoped to do: lure their warriors out of the defensiblepasses and harry them into ambush in the open. 'I suggestagain, Lady, that we not sally forth against these desert men.They hold all the advantage in their own country. I say, as Ihave before, that we let them come to us, and die on ourspears with little cost to your companies.,

 

'There is no honour in hanging back from attack,' Lujanpointed out. 'The longer the Lady is absent from her estates,the greater the danger to Ayaki. To wait through another turnof seasons wins her no gain in the Game of the Council, norany stature in the eyes of the gods. It is not the fate of warriorsto wait idly by while desert men treat their presence like that ofquerdidra herders, staging small raids at their pleasure.'

'Then you have no use for my opinion,' said Kevin, bitingback exasperation. 'I believe there is strategy in the movementsof these nomads. You insist there is not-'

 

'They are barbarians!' Mara cut in. 'They raid across ourborders because the land is rich and green. Why shouldtribes of desert men suddenly organize against a nationarmed and prepared against them ? What could they hope togain, except obliteration?'
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Kevin heard her anger, and took no offence, <'ware as hewas that the time away from home had stretched out intoalmost a year, and the separation from her son Was wearingat her. Each month the traders' ships made Port at llama,and Jican's messenger reached her, but no word arrived ofan attack by the Minwanabi. She had left her best troops toguard the estate; here, with the ones that remained, she hadexpected to lend support to Xacatecas, and then be free t)depart. But the attack at home had not happened,-or at least,if it had, word had not reached them; and on this side of th;Sea of Blood, the campaign was unexplainably drawn outand showed no signs of resolution.

 

'We must find the nomads' supply caches and burn themout,' she insisted emphatically. 'Or else grow old in thiswretched waste, and never see satisfaction againstMinwanabi.' Her pronouncement ended discussion.

The scouts went out. They made a five-day Sweep of thelowlands that extended into a month of seeking. Thenomads could not be tracked across sands continuouslyshifted by the winds, nor over swept slabs of rock. Th;Tsurani were forced to search for the smoke of cooking firesin a land that had no trees but imported oil or sharCoal forheat and light. The warriors had to lie for days in hiding,scanning the barren horizons for signs of enemy encampments. They marched across smouldering hardpan, andfound nothing; just old fire rings filled with ash ;and burned)bones, and sometimes the imprint where a hide tent hadstood, or broken bits of discarded crockery. The nomadscaches of supplies remained elusively hidden.

 

After three unfruitful months, Xacatecas and Acoma)soldiers began taking captives. These unfortunates were,dragged back to Chipino's tents for questioning. The deSertraiders were small, of wiry stature, and often bearded. The!

smelled of querdidra and sour wine, and they wore leather
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studded with bosses of the pack beasts' horn and bone. Overthis primitive light armour they threw loose-fitting robes inbeige colours, tied with beaded sashes that held talismansdenoting their prowess and tribe. Very tough, with skinsweathered by the climate, few could be induced to talk. Theones that had looser tongues were not highly placed in theirclan hierarchies; the caches they disclosed in the followingfour months were of little consequence; just a few skins ofwine-and some grains stored in earthen jars. Not enough tobe worth losing warriors over, Lord Chipino said to Mara ina frustrated talk after a day spent in blazing sunlight,digging one such cache from the sandy floor of an arroyo.

The Acoma command tent was still under the gloom oftwilight. The calls of the sentries as the watch changedmingled with smells of roasting meat that drifted in throughthe flaps, opened to the cooling evening breeze; charcoalsmoke arose in blue puffs against darkening hills, andinside, the smouldering of oiled rags threw cherry-colouredlight through the decorative pierced patterns in the lightsconces.

 

Mara clapped hands for a servant to bring the Lord of theXacatecas some tesh, sweetened as he preferred it. She said,'Then you think we waste our time by searching the

foothills?'

 

'I do.' Lord Chipino emphasized his frustration with ajerk of his chin. 'The supplies of the nomads must be held inthe deep desert, beyond our scouts' line of sight, and whereno trails exist to leave tracks. I believe we must attempt anincursion with perhaps two companies of warriors.'

The servant arrived with the tesh, lending Mara amoment for thought. She had also come to feel that somesimilar tactic was necessary, and Lujan supported her. Theonly dissenter was Kevin, who tirelessly insisted that thenomads might be planning for just such a contingency. Shegave a small shake of her head. Why should barbarians
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taunt her people to invade? What possible need mightmotivate them?

 

'None of this makes sense,' Chipino said, tugging thestraps at his neck to loosen his dust-caked armour. Hescratched the leathery skin of his throat, almost frowning,then wet his gullet with the tesh. Its sweetness rinsed thetaste of the desert grit from his mouth and also eased histemper. 'Isashani wrote to me to say that Hokanu of theShinzawai came visiting in Ontoset.'

 

Mara raised her eyebrows. 'Is your wife by chance tryingto matchmake?'

 

Xacatecas laughed. 'Perpetually. But in this case withHokanu's enthusiastic interest, so it would seem. Theyounger Shinzawai misses you. He asked after you, morethan once.'

 

'And Isashani kept score?' Mare prompted. At Chipino'sresigned nod, she added, 'What brought Hokanu toOntoset? That's a bit far afield for him, I should think.'

'That's just what Isashani pointed out,' Chipino added.'The interfering woman suggests that the young man cameto trade for spices that can as easily be purchased in Jamar.'

Which implied he had gone specifically to speak withLady Isashani to hear direct news of Dustari. Mara wasunsure how to react to this, not certain that Hokanu's overtinterest in news of her might not simply mask his father'slatest ploy in the Great Game.

 

The thought was interrupted by the return of that day'sofficer of the watch, with the dispatches brought in by thescouts. He bowed in deference. Mara gave him permissionto speak before her guest, saving herself the trouble ofsending word across to the Xacatecas camp later.

'No findings to report, my Lady,' the armoured manrecited, his plumed helm crooked in one dirty elbow. 'One

man was injured in a rockslide, and two more were killed inan ambush. The wounded are being tended in the camp by
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the south mesa. The other five bands of scouts foundnothing.'

 

Which added up to a loss that had no purpose, Maraconcluded in silence. Needled by the progression of uselessdays, useless deaths, and no sign of change beyond attrition,she found her patience at an end. The nomads were justtoying with them - about this Kevin was correct - but to sitand wait without action was unacceptable. Mara excusedher tired officer from duty, then met the dark, sardonic eyesof the Lord of the Xacatecas. 'The Acoma offer onecompany, to march out in a foray beyond the foothills. MyFirst Strike Leader, Migachti, will command, and a halfpatrol of cho-ja will go along to act as message bearersbetween here and the main camp.'

 

Lord Chipino of the Xacatecas inclined his head. He sethis tesh cup on the low table, between the stone-weightedcorners of the map scrolls, and the slates, and the ground-downends of chalk, and reached for his sun-bleached helm.'To the honour of our houses, and the ruin of enemies,' heintoned. 'I will send a company also, and a gift, torecompense for your cho-ja, whose abilities I cannot matchfrom my own ranks. The hive on our lands had no warriorsto spare, with the unrest of House Zirentari on the northernborders of our home estate.'

 

Mara did not venture the fact that she had bargained withher own Queen to breed extras; one did not divulge theunnecessary even to friends, for in the Great Game today'sallies could be tomorrow's bitterest enemy. She arose out ofpoliteness and bowed to her social superior, thoughbetween herself and the Lord the forms were not alwaysobserved in private. 'I waive the need for the gift.'

Lord Chipino studied her, squinting slightly in thespangled light thrown off by the pierced designs of thesconces. 'You are wrong,' he said gently, as he mightperhaps have corrected a daughter. 'A woman in the beauty
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of her youth should never be permitted to languish in adesert without gifts.'

 

Mara flushed. She found no words to cover her intensemoment of self-consciousness, so Lord Chipino smoothedover the embarrassment for her. 'Hokanu made Isashanipromise to see that your charms were not forgotten in thisdesolate, barbarian land.'

 

The Lady of the Acoma laughed, freely, which was achange after two years that felt, in isolation, like captivity.'You and Hokanu both are flatterers''

 

Chipino turned his head, then shoved his helm overrumpled grey h-air and left the chin strap hanging. 'Well, it'strue there are no women here to exorcize that failing ofmine. I'd flatter the querdidra mares, if I could.' Heshrugged. 'But they spit. Do you spit? No? I didn't think so.'Then the true compliment came, underhandedly, so shewould not brush it off in a change of subject. 'Hokanu is aman of shrewd sense, and fine taste, else Isashani wouldhave shown him and his questions out her door, you can becertain.'

 

The gift, when it came, was a copper bracelet, wrought inthe form of a shatra bird on the wing, and set with a solitaireemerald. It was beautiful, made specially for her, and at acost beyond the worth of a mere half patrol of cho-ja, evenwere such warriors to die in the course of their duty. Maralaid the jewellery back in the velvet-lined box it had beendelivered in. 'Why would he do this?' she asked what shethought was an empty tent.

 

Kevin spoke up from behind her shoulder, making herstart. 'Chipino admires you, for yourself. He wants you toknow that.'

 

Mara's frown deepened. 'Lord Xacatecas? Why shouldhe admire me? He is of the Five Families, preeminent in theEmpire. What does he hope to gain from a house under siegeby the Minwanabi?'
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Kevin shook his head in a flash of impatience and sat onthe cushions beside her. He reached up, lifted her masses ofloose hair, and gently began to knead the tense muscles inher shoulders. Mara leaned into the caress with a sigh andsurrendered knots of tension she had not noticed were there.'Why should he?' she persisted in reference to the Lord ofthe Xacatecas.

 

Kevin's hands rested warmly on either side of her chin.'Because he likes you. Not because he has designs on you thoughI'll wager he might indulge in a little discreetdalliance if he thought you were of a mind. But he has noovert designs on you, or your house, or what gain he mightmake in the Great Game. Lady, not all of life is bloodypolitics. Too often you seem to forget that. When I consideryour gift, and Lord Xacatecas' motives, I see nothing but aman the age of your father who is pleased with you, and whowishes to give you something that you yourself seldom do: apat on the back, because you :'re competent, and caring, andwell loved.'

 

'Well loved?' A wicked smile curved Mara's lips, whichKevin echoed. His hands moved gently and slipped theclothing from her shoulders. Together they sank back intothe cushions in the soft warmth of the flamelight, and theirpassions kindled in swift and wordless rapport.

The patrols marched out the next morning, to a blast ofhorns blown by the cooks from Lord Chipino's compound.So long had the Xacatecas troops been stationed here thatthey had taken on the nomads' custom, used to inform thegods and the enemy that the day began in triumph. An armymarched at sunrise, and the fanfare was intended to make itsenemies tremble.

 

In the months that followed, nothing happened quickly.Mara took to waiting on the heights in the lookout nookmanned by the scouts. The windswept table of rock had no
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shade, so she exchanged her woven straw headdress for aboy's helmet, wrapped with a gauze-thin silk scarf. As thedays passed, she grew as adept as her warriors at spottingthe trailing puffs of dust that signalled the return of a cho-jamessenger. At such times she would send a runner slave toinform Lord Chipino, then scramble down the rocky trail atspeed to meet the incoming warriors. Her legs grew as firmas any boy's from such climbing where litter and slavescould not bear her. Lujan was a wise enough commander toobserve that the Lady's presence had the effect of inspiringhis men to diligence. Unlike many Tsurani nobles, this Ladygained thorough understanding of the conditions underwhich her sentries and patrols addressed their duties. Shedid not demand that they keep impossible hours under thenoon sun, nor did she complain when the heat waves off thedistant sands obscured the visibility and caused conflictingreports. Although she vastly preferred finance to warfare,she made it her business to study the fine points of strategyand supply. She had as good a grasp of their predicament asany of her officers, but her innovative perceptions could notaffect what seemed to lack purpose or pattern.

The reports sent back by the companies assigned to patrolin the desert did little to relieve the border deadlock. Onesmall cache was discovered, and destroyed, along with thenest of nomads that protected it. Two more months passedin fruitless search, and then another, spent chasing downfalse leads. The cho-ja brought word of an oasis gone dry,and the remains of a stock burrow that had been uprooted inapparent haste. The patrol who gave chase to see if theycould overtake the nomads who had deserted the siteexhausted themselves in a fruitless march. Of those whoremained to investigate, two soldiers were injured when theground gave way over a pit trap. Infection claimed the life ofone; the other was sent back by litter. He would never walkagain, and requested honourable suicide by the blade. Mara

301

 

302

 

granted permission, and barely managed not to curseChochocan for the waste of a fine man.

 

Another season passed without event. The Lady of theAcoma grew sharp-tempered with brooding.

 

'We should send out more soldiers,' she snapped to Kevin,while combing her hair with sweet oils, since water for bathswas wasteful and one had to remove the dust somehow.

The Midkemian paused, then pointedly went back torestringing a broken lace on his sandal. This discussion hadtaken place repeatedly, and each time he had insisted that amarch from the mountains in strength was what the enemydesired of them. The words had been said. But the one factthat would have lent his advice credence remained anunvoiced secret. Month after sun-blazing month, Kevin bitback any comment that might reveal his prior militaryexperience. To admit that he had been an officer incommand on the field in Midkemia was to ask for a sentenceof death.

 

Yet even ignorant of his past, Mara did not discount his

opinion entirely; though she was the more impetuous of thetwo family rulers charged with border patrol in Dustari, itwas Lord Chipino who brought up the need for aggressivetactics at the last.

 

He came into her tent just past twilight, bringing the smellof charcoal fire and roast chal nuts that he had been sharingover coals with his Strike Leader. 'I've had word from thedesert companies,' he opened without bothering with socialceremony. 'They captured a nomad trader, and I think wehave a lead. At least, we know where large caravans fromthe other side of the desert have been leaving off grainparcels.'

 

Mara snapped her fingers for servants to set out warmtesh. 'My cho-ja say the same, but add that the sand smellsof footsteps.' By now all had learned to trust the fact that theinsects could scent traces of the oils the nomads used to cure

their sandal leather. 'The caravans are no falsehood sent tolead us astray.'

 

She gestured to her sand table, which through nearly twoweary years had come to dominate the front chamber of hercommand tent. Over the course of the campaign, themountains had been levelled and re-formed to one side,allowing space for the broad, undulating valleys of desertdunes that lay beyond the border. The topography was doneby a wizened old man with a squint, paid exorbitant rates tobe absent from his large family and trade in llama. But onthat table, paid out in pins with beaded heads, Mara knewthe location of every one of her soldiers. 'Let us comparewhat we know,' she invited Lord Chipino in what had latelybecome an evening ritual.

 

But, in a departure from the routine, she and the Lordbegan a parley that lasted deep into the night. Their voicesrose and fell with planning, over the moan of the windacross the tent ridges, and around the sigh of the draughtsthat rippled the hangings and fanned the embers in the lightsconces scarlet. Lord and Lady reached an accord withoutargument: come the morning, they would each call upanother company. Leaving two companies of mixed troopsto keep the border, they would journey with the rest into thedesert and join the army there. A faster patrol would hastenahead, with orders to pursue the newest leads and locate thenomads' main supply caches.

 

'When we arrive with the two new companies,' LordChipino concluded, 'we will have an army of a thousandwith which to formulate our attack.'

 

He rose, his multiple shadows thrown by the cho-ja lightsSwooping across flame-patterned carpets. 'Better we attackin force than sit like poets in the heights. To wait out the yearis to give those barbarian nomads more honour than theyjustly deserve.'

 

That night, Kevin lay sleepless in the dark. He listened to
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Mara's breathing and the endless moan of the winds, andthe creaking of the lines that lashed the tent. To leave themountains with an army would be a mistake; he knew it.But a slave in the Empire was accorded no honour, and hisvoice would not be heard. But where the Lady of the Acomawent, so he would go also. He loved her too well to staybehind.

 

The huge centre pole crashed down, and what seemed acresof canvas billowed slowly down to the ground. Kevindashed, tripping, over a mound of rolled throw rugs and allbut knocked over Mara.

 

'You're taking the command tent?' he asked, using hisown clumsiness as an excuse to capture her in an embrace.

Mara raised her eyebrows in reproof. 'But of course.' Shesounded as if carting chests of tapestries, carpets, sconces,and braziers into a hostile and barren desert were a foregoneconclusion. 'The Acoma are not barbarians. We do not sleepon the ground like peasants, unless we are travelling indisguise.' She waved at the swarms of servants wholaboured to dismantle her dwelling. 'Lord Chipino's tent isfar larger. By the size of our pavilions, the nomads will knowthey reckon with great families.'

 

Kevin pulled a face. 'And seeing the size of your respectivetents, they will run like jigabirds from trouble?'

Mara's brows rose a notch higher. 'They are notcivilized.'

 

'Meaning if they were, they'd run like jigabirds,' Kevinqualified.

 

'You have a habit of repeating the obvious.' Mara pushedimpatiently at his hands, which were stroking her intimatelythrough her thin robes. 'Not now, busy man. When Iinsisted that you stay at my shoulder, I did not mean bedsport in plain view of gods and sky.'

 

Kevin backed off, smiling. 'The querdidra drivers have
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rounded up their herds.' He glanced at the growing piles ofchests, carpets, and cushions. 'Are you certain you haveenough pack saddles for all this stuff?'

 

Mara looked exasperated. 'One more comment, and I'llhave you carrying a share like a bearer slave. Very likely youbelong with them anyway, as punishment for incurableinsolence.'

 

Kevin bowed with mock deference and hurried off to helpbridle the insufferable and fractious-tempered six-leggers.'By damn, we'll be lucky to have this army marching beforesundown,' he muttered as he passed out of earshot.

In fact, it took until noon. The army under Lord Chipinoand Lady Mara moved off to a fanfare of horn calls and thesnap of querdidra drivers' goads. The litters of the Lord andthe Lady moved in the centre of the column, surrounded bythe protection of their soldiers. With cho-ja patrols leadingand following, and an advance guard of scouts, the columnswound their way downward from the heights and into thedense heat of the flatlands, looking more like a merchant'scaravan than an army.

 

The pace set was brisk, despite the unrelenting heat. Oncethe mountains fell behind, the warriors marched over theloose, ever-shifting sands, their progress marked by a risingtrail of dust that was visible for miles in all directions. Anynomad child with eyes would know that a large force wasmoving against them, and sound carried far on the winds.Secrecy was impossible in any event, with the dunes devoidof plant life or shelter of any kind.

 

Barren tables of rock thrust up through the sands, windcarvedinto fantastic shapes, and sliced by deep-chasmed

arroyos that sometimes held springs in their shadowed,almost cavelike depths. Any of these might hide a camp ofenemies. The tribes would be watching the armies of theAcoma and the Xacatecas, trying to determine whether tostay where they were and stage ambush, or to slip away
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under cover of blown dust and nightfall, to avoid gettingbottled up inside and slaughtered.

 

The land was unsuitable for pitched battle of any sort,Kevin decided. Superior numbers were the only assurance ofvictory, and no one could guess how many desert clans wereallied for the campaign against the Empire. They could beholed up in the rocks on all sides, or they might melt away,invisible, while the army marched itself to exhaustion insearch of them. Gouging loose sand from beneath the strapsof his sandals, and feeling the blisters starting underneath,Kevin swore. If you were a desert man armed with longknives and poisoned arrows, your tactics in provoking alarge war force made sense only if you had a trap out there,carefully set, and awaiting the army to spring it. The wholething reeked of long-range planning.

 

Yet Mara stayed reluctant to see reason. 'The deserttribes cannot be bought,' she said, under the stars, when atlast they made camp. It was too hot and still yet to retireinto the command tent, and slave and Lady sat companionablyon a carpet, snacking on dry wine and

querdidra cheese. 'There are too many tribes, and toomany split loyalties. Wealth has no meaning to a chief if hecannot carry it with his tents.'

 

Kevin conceded this point in silence. He had observedenough of the desert men taken captive to appreciate thepoint. They might be diminutive, but they were as fiercelyproud as the dwarves of his homeworld, and argumentativeas a sand snake: they tended to bite first and worry aboutsurvival after. They were children of a harsh country, wheredeath walked behind every man. Most would jump throughfire rather than betray their tribes; and their chieftains, a.near as Kevin could see, fought and killed one another asreadily as they raided the Tsurani border.

 

'We should sleep soon,' Mara said, interrupting herbarbarian's brooding. 'We shall have to be well up before
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the dawn to allow the servants enough time to dismantle myquarters.'

 

Kevin shook grit from his tunic and cursed as it contaminatedthe last few swallows of his wine. 'We might sleepright here,' he suggested.

 

'Barbarian!' The Lady laughed. 'If there was an emergency,how would my Force Commander find me?'

 

'If an assassin chanced to come for you, that could be anadvantage.' Kevin arose and extended a hand to lift her.

'Show me the assassin who could get through Lujan'spatrols,' Mara retorted, slipping comfortably into his arms.

Which was true enough, Kevin reflected, but not in theleast reassuring. If the nomads had intended to sendassassins, they would have done so without baiting a wholearmy.

 

The next week's march led them into a country of rockytablelands and dunes crowned with broken clutches ofboulder. The army was hemmed in by poor footing, forcedto straggle through deep sand in a twisting succession ofnarrow valleys. The place had a canyonlike fee! not at all toKevin's liking, and even Lujan voiced doubts. But messengersfrom the advance troops rushed in with excited wordthat there was a cache, a large one, as well as a sizeable forceof desert men encamped on the hardpan on the other side ofthe hills.

 

Mara and Lord Xacatecas held parley and decided topress on.

 

'The cho-ja do not get mired in this sand,' Mara explainedto Kevin when the latter questioned the decision. 'They arefast and fierce, and the heat does not slow them. Onecompany of cho-ja is worth two of humans in this desert,and what can the barbarians do as counteroffensive against

that?'

 

There was no ready answer. The army marched on until
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night fell over the land and the copper-gold moon ofKelewan rose and bathed the dunes in metallic light.

Mara retired to the comfort of her command tent and thesoothing voice of a musician, while Kevin paced the campperimeter and wrestled with conflicts of his own. He lovedthe Lady; she was in his blood, and nothing could changethat. But did he love her enough that he should risk his ownlife? The Midkemian walked listening to the talk of thewarriors and the banter that passed between them. Thelanguage might be different, but soldiers on the eve of aconflict were no different here from those in the Kingdom ofthe Isles. Honour notwithstanding, the warriors of Mara'sarmy diced and joked and upbraided one another; but theydid not mention death, and they avoided talk of loved onesleft home on the estate.

 

Dawn broke in a haze of fine dust thrown up by restlessbreezes. The servants by now had the knack of collapsingthe great tents; the querdidra had stopped spitting and sgrown resigned to their added burdens. Or else they weretoo thirsty and too wise to waste fluid, Kevin thought, as heworked grit from between his teeth and sipped sour waterfrom a flask. Too soon, the army was gathered into ranksand marching through the defile that wound down betweenmesas to the hardpan.

 

The nomads were massed there, waiting, a motley spreadof perhaps eight hundred drably clothed warriors, clusteredaround tribal banners woven in bright colours and embellishedwith the cured tails of kurek, an animal resembling afox. Kevin looked on them and felt the skin of his arms crawlwith gooseflesh. While the warriors of the Acoma and the sXacatecas formed ranks and readied weapons, he retied thelaces on his light, Midkemian-style brigandine and hungclose by Mara's litter. There Lujan, Lord Xacatecas, Moxtl,the cho-ja Force Commander, and Envedi, who commandedthe Xacatecas army, held conference. They would
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attack the ragtag force of tribesmen; their honour requiredit, as performance of their duty as guardians of the Empire'ssouthern border. Kevin wished Tsurani custom allowed aslave to bear weapons; for that this army prepared fordisaster he had not the smallest doubt.

 

'I will lead my two companies into the valley and attack ina frontal charge,' Lord Xacatecas rumbled in his bass voice.'If the barbarians break and flee before us, your cho-jacompany can flank and engage from the rear, and cut themoff. If the desert men do not run, then Xacatecas will send agreat offering to Turakamu.'

 

Mara inclined her head. 'As you wish,' she intonedformally. Although Lujan would have preferred to send in amixed company of Acoma and Xacatecas warriors, LordChipino had social seniority. His were the more experiencedofficers, and Mara had made it clear that she desiredalliance, not rivalry, between her house and that ofXacatecas. To contend over war honours and protocolwould not be to Acoma advantage.

 

The sun climbed toward noon, and the shadows shrankbeneath the rocks. The army of Lord Xacatecas formed upinto battle array and aligned itself for the charge. Mara setobservers upon the crests of the escarpments on either sideand arranged messenger runners to carry dispatches. The airwas still, the silence complete; Kevin stood sweating atMara's shoulder, almost wishing for the scrape of chitinousshell that the cho-ja made while whetting their bladelikeforelimbs to a razor-sharpness for killing. His teeth were onedge anyway, and the sound would have justified thediscomfort. Then the horns sounded, and the XacatecasForce Commander signalled the charge. In a wave, thewarriors in yellow and purple broke into a run toward thevalley.

 

Kevin shivered before a horrible, gut-wringing premonition that disaster was about to overtake them.
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'Lady,' he said hoarsely, 'Lady, listen to me. There issomething I desperately need to tell you.'

 

Wholly engaged with watching the army that descendedat a run toward the hardpan, and the screaming, raggedranks of desert men who surged yipping to meet it, Maraglanced barely in Kevin's direction. 'Let it wait,' shesnapped. 'I'll hear you after the battle.'
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The army charged.

 

From a niche in a cleft of rock behind the desert men'slines, Tasaio licked his teeth. good, good,' he murmuredgently. 'At last we have the Lord of the Xacatecas preciselywhere we want him.'

 

The Strike Leader at Tasaio's shoulder restrained an urgeto scratch an itch beneath his armour. 'Do you wish ouroffensive to begin now, sir?'

 

Tasaio's cat-yellow eyes blinked once. 'Fool,' he said,with no change of tone, but the Strike Leader squirmedback. 'We do not attack now, but when Lord Xacatecas hasfully engaged his troops and is absorbed with the slaughterof tribesmen.'

 

The Strike Leader swallowed. 'Sir, that is not what youtold their chiefs in last night's council.'

 

Tasaio lounged back, his hair like dark copper against hischeek, a fine stubble showing just in front of his ear wherehis helm strap had worn the growth short. 'Of course not,'he said in the same velvet tone. 'The tribes would hardlyhave committed their people to a battle to the death, theslinking cowards.'

 

The Strike Leader of the Minwanabi tightened his lips andsaid nothing. Tasaio laughed brightly. 'You think I haveacted dishonourably?'

 

'Uh, of course not, sir,' the Strike Leader stuttered hastily.He had heard that laugh before and learned to fear whataction might follow.

 

'Of course not!' snapped Tasaio in disgusted imitation ofhis junior officer. 'The desert men are barbarians, without

honour, and a promise to their chiefs is as wind. Turakamuwill avenge no people who question his divine truth. Thedesert men are soulless bugs, and even a land such as thiswill be cleaner without them.'

 

'As you say, sir,' the Strike Leader said obsequiously.

His fawning disgusted Tasaio. He turned aside andwatched the oncoming ranks of the Xacatecas crash into thelightly armed desert men. Weapons clattered againstweapons, and screams arose as the first of the fallen wateredthe dry sands with their blood.

 

'Wait,' Tasaio soothed his near-to-fidgeting StrikeLeader. 'We shall attack in due time.' He leaned against theshoulder of stone, totally at ease, as if the sounds of deathand battle were music to his ears.

 

The Minwanabi Strike Leader maintained his own calmby strength of will. If he was disturbed by the sight of theirdesert men allies being cut down and slaughtered as asacrifice, he said no word. Stiffly correct, and obedient to hismaster, he observed without flinching as the desert menwere driven back, and back again, leaving their numbers inthrashing, bleeding heaps upon the sand. The soldiers ofLord Xacatecas were thorough, efficient, and in no mind forshowing mercy. They had been prisoned for years in abacklands post with a cruel climate and had suffered theinsect stings of a thousand covert raids. Their swords reapedlives in bloody slaughter until the surviving desert menbroke and fled.

 

Tiny as a doll on the distant field, the Lord of theXacatecas raised his blade and his Force Commander calledthe companies to form ranks and pursue. For the honour ofthe Empire, and in hopes that the border unrest might beended, his warriors regrouped and surged forward.

Tasaio's eyes narrowed slightly, measuring distances. Asif the Xacatecas forces crossed a line invisibly drawn in hismind, he said to his sweating subofficer in an inflection that

did not change from the beginning, 'Now, Chaktiri. Nowsignal the start of our offensive.'

 

On the rise overlooking the hardpan, Lujan nodded tohimself. 'They're routed. Look.' And he waved a hand as theranks of the desert men broke apart into fleeing knots.'Xacatecas-will regroup and pursue now, without needinghelp from the cho-ja.'

 

Mara looked up from her seat on the litter, which restedon the ground at the top of a knoll. She pushed aside thegauzy fabric that sened as a veil to keep the blown dust offher face. 'You sound disappointed.'

 

Lujan shrugged. 'What newly appointed Force Commanderwould be pleased to sit idly by with a battle goingon?' He gave a wry smile. 'My Lady's honour is mine. Iaccept the wisdom of her choice.'

 

Mara smiled also. 'Nicely spoken. Also a forgivable lie. Ipromise you all the action you wish when we get out of thisdesert, and if there is an Acoma natami to return to.'

As if her words were an omen, a horn call split the air. Fardown in the valley, on either side of the hardpan whereXacatecas' two companies were pursuing tribal warriors, adark tide flanked the dunes. Lujan spun, his humour fading,and his hand half-clenched on his sword hilt.

 

Mara turned also, her veils whipped aside by the motion.She saw tribal banners, and rank upon rank of figures in oddbits of armour and desert garb, advancing to hit LordXacatecas' troops in the flank from two sides; where theforces met, they would seal off retreat into the hills, whereMara's support companies waited. Swiftly, with eyessharpened by Keyoke's training, the Lady countedphalanxes. She estimated quickly and found Lord Chipino'sforce was outnumbered two to one. Worse - her heartslammed in recognition - these were not desert men. To aman, the advancing army stood full height; there was not a

diminutive figure of a tribesman among them, which meantbut one thing: they were not of this land, but impostors,enemies from within the Empire in this war to see an end toher house, despite their barbaric aspect.

 

'Minwanabi!' she cried sharply. 'So this is what Desioplanned!' She raised widened eyes to her Force Commanderand tried not to show the knife thrust of fear that piercedher. 'Lujan, rally our men. We must hit this new army fromthe rear, or Xacatecas will be slaughtered in the field.'

Lujan began a hasty bow, his lungs already filling with airto raise his shout of command.

 

'Wait!' Kevin's cry cut between, with an intensity thatdemanded hearing.

 

Mara turned white. 'Kevin!' she snapped in a nearwhisper. 'You presume too much if you think to interferebetween sworn allies. There is honour at stake here.' Shejerked her head at Lujan. 'Continue, Force Commander.'

Kevin shot up from his crouch, very fast for a man of hissize. He reached out, caught Lujan's arm, and then froze asthe Force Commander's blade cleared its scabbard, snappeddown, and stopped, in perfect control, against the bones inhis wrist. A fine line of scarlet opened where the skin splitunder the edge.

 

'Stop!' Mara said. Her voice shook, as it never had in thememory of any man present. In the valley, the shouts of thearmies reached a crescendo, and the rattle of shields andswords clashing together added to the din as the Xacatecasforces wheeled to take the shock of the enemy reinforcements.Mara flicked dark eyes from her Force Commanderto her slave, and even her lips were white. 'You might loseyour head for this transgression.' Her expression showedthat with house honour resting on her aiding Xacatecas,even her feelings for Kevin were of no consequence.

Kevin started to loosen his grip, then reversed the motion.He looked at his Lady, grim with an expression she had
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never seen. His eyes were too wide, his mouth tight, and hisbreathing shallow and fast. 'I have reason.'

 

Lujan stood like a statue, his blade a whisper of a touchagainst skin that bled a trickle of scarlet.

 

'Speak, thee,' Mare said tersely. 'Quickly, for Xacatecassoldiers are dying while we delay.' She did not add that ifthis was another of his barbarian whims, he would hang forit. No matter what her love for him, the name of herancestors must never be disgraced.

 

Kevin swallowed. 'Lady, if your warriors charge inXacatecas' defence, they will all die in a trap.'

Her eyes did not change, but stayed flat without feeling.

'Lady, I know!' Almost, Kevin found himself shouting.He controlled himself. 'I have seen these tactics before, onmy world. There was a small company of our people in aglade before a walled city. They routed the local conquerorsand were advancing, only to be attacked from the rear. Theforce that rushed to support was set upon by ambush, andthey were, all of them, cut to pieces.'

 

Mara's manner did not thaw. Still, she jerked her chin atLujan, who withdrew his blade in silence.

 

Kevin loosened his fingers. They were shaking. 'Lady, onmy life, withhold your charge.'

 

Her eyes yet bored into him. 'You were a common soldier.How do you presume to advise?'

 

Kevin closed his eyes, shrugged in his brazen, offhandmanner, and seemed to come to an inward decision.Apparently careless, and hiding his inner desperation, he

spoke what should have been his death warrant. 'I was anofficer on my homeworld of Midkemia. I commanded myfathers garrison when taken captive in the field.'

He waited. Mara said nothing. He realized that, againstcustom, she was granting him further leave to speak. Hewent on. 'You have said that Tasaio of the Minwanabi wasSubcommander of the Warlord's troops beyond the rift. I
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have fought against him, and I earnestly believe that thebattle plan before us on the hardpan has his stamp andsignature.'

 

Mara moved her hand, indicating he should be silent.Kevin stopped talking. He searched her face for some clueupon which to gauge the reception of his remarks.

'You realize,' she said presently, 'that if you are wrong, Imust have you hanged. More, you will have brought ruin tous all, even to my young son at home.'

 

Kevin expelled an explosive breath. 'I am not wrong,Mara.' And he stared levelly back.

 

Mara seemed to stir, as if from a spell. 'We are better offdying in defence of Lord Chipino than surviving incowardice by hanging back.'

 

Lujan nodded grimly at her shoulder.

 

Exasperated, Kevin rubbed the shallow cut on his wrist.'There might be a way to save your bacon.,

 

'Bacon?' Mara said in puzzlement. 'What has this to dowith animal fat?'

 

'I meant turn the tables on the Minwanabi,' Kevinsnapped. The clamour of battle on the hardpan was drawingcloser, with the Xacatecas taking losses, and the desert mensurvivors fleeing in small puffs of dust over the fartherdunes. 'If I am right, Tasaio will have another war hostconcealed in these hills. He will expect us to charge onto thehardpan - his reserve troops wait in hiding to hit us from therear. Then the companies engaging Xacatecas would splitthemselves into two forces.' He held his hands to illustrate.'One company would simply hold Xacatecas in place, whilethe other counterattacked your force. Your companieswould find themselves surrounded and annihilated, withXacatecas' troops cleaned up afterwards.,

 

'And you propose?' Lujan prompted urgently.

 

Kevin raised his eyebrows. 'I say we send a small companydown to aid Lord Chipino. We send the rest of our troops
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back down the valley we marched in through. Then we senda fast-moving company with the cho-ja, to surround thehills where Tasaio's troops are in hiding, and harry them outinto the open, over the hills, and into the company in thevalley. Our attacking companies will have the advantage ofheight. With decent timing, our archers can pick a third ofthem off before they hit our centre lines in force. We'll havea battle in the valley, but one we stand a chance of winning,with all our enemy surrounded. We could drive them intoXacatecas' waiting spears.'

 

Lujan spun his blade, expertly flicking off the fine tracesof blood that marred the edge. His voice held disgust as heanswered Kevin's bold plan. 'Your ideas are no better than adream. Only cho-ja could move fast enough to effect themanoeuvre you describe, and one company of them will notbe enough to surround this stand of hills.'

 

'We'll have to try,' Mare cut in,'or else be caught in thisMinwanabi snare and break our trust with the Lord of theXacatecas.'

 

'No,' Kevin corrected. He glanced across the incline towhere the cho-ja waited, still as statues in their ranks. Hewondered briefly whether the creatures had a prickly senseof dignity, then gave that up as moot. Mara and all of herfollowing were going to be cut down where they stood ifMinwanabi had the chance to complete his offensive asplanned - not to mention the fact that he, Kevin of Zun,would be hanged in disgrace if he proved wrong. With afatalistic sigh that approached a laugh, the Midkemiansucked in new breath and related his intentions to Mara andher Force Commander.

 

Tasaio repressed a shameful desire to slam his fist againstthe rocks. 'Damn her, why does the whore not order her

troops to charge? Her father and brother were not cowards.Why does she hesitate?'
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On the hardpan, cooked under the merciless noon sun,the Xacatecas forces retreated into a tight-knit, defensiveshield ring. Pinned in place and surrounded by enemywarriors, they could do nothing but close ranks and sufferlosses until Mara sent in relief companies to save them. Theblack-and-yellow banner with its sigil poked stubbornlyfrom the press of defenders, now and then obscured byblown dust kicked up by the battle. Tasaio squinted acrossthe hardpan, littered with the limp, bloodsoaked dead of thetribes and the yellow-and-purple armour of fallen Tsurani.He stared until his eyes burned at the low stand of hillsbeyond, seeking to sort out the movement that ran like theseething of water on the boil through the Acoma troops stillstationed there.

 

'Why does.she hold back?' Tasaio snapped impatiently.'Her ally stands in peril of his life, and all her family honouris in jeopardy.'

 

On the hardpan, pinned down by enemies, Lord Chipinowas likely wondering the same thing. A horn call arose fromthe company beleaguered on the plain, signalling urgentlyfor aid. In answer, a small, dense square broke away fromthe rise of the hills and advanced upon the battle that swirledthe lowland dust.

 

'A half company, looks to be,' offered the MinwanabiStrike Leader, trying to be helpful.

 

'I see that.' Tasaio stroked his weapon hilt, repressed apeevish impulse to pace, and instead gathered up the plain,unplumed helm he had acquired for his campaign in thedesert. 'I need a better vantage point.' He snapped thebuckles and jerked the strap adjustments tight. 'And find merunners! We're going to have to send messages to thecompanies hiding behind the ridges, to inform them thebattle is not proceeding at all as we had planned.'

'Yes, sir, as you command.' The Strike Leader hastenedoff, clumsy before Tasaio's angry grace. Yet the irritation of
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his senior held nothing of discouragement. Battles did notalways go as intended; the brilliant man, the mastertactician, was the one who could turn setbacks toadvantage.

 

Lujan placed a hand in trepidation on the slick, hornycarapace of the cho-ja. He resisted the impulse to ask theinsectoid Strike Leader again if he minded the idea ofcarrying a human rider. The creature and its fellows hadagreed to Kevin's outlandish request, and to question againwould be to cast doubt on cho-ja dignity. 'Mox'l, you willtell me if I discomfort you,' the Acoma Force Leader offeredby way of compromise.

 

Mox'l turned his rounded, black-armoured head, his eyeslost in shadow beneath his plumed helm. 'I have strengthsufficient for the purpose,' he intoned. 'Perhaps I shouldcrouch lower for you to mount?'

 

Lujan cringed inwardly. 'No,' he said quickly. 'That's notnecessary.' He decided that he would rather split hisbreeches than allow the cho-ja officer to act in the least bitsubservient. He wondered, as he searched for a nearby rockto use for a mounting block, whether if their roles werereversed, the human warriors in his company would take askindly to the dictates of necessity. Perhaps Kevin was right,that the Tsurani concept of honour was self-limiting. Then,as Lujan scrabbled ungracefully to find purchase on thesmooth, chitinous shell of his mount, he banished suchimpious thoughts. It was ill to contemplate blasphemy withbattle in the offing. If the Acoma had earned the wrath of thegods, he would find out soon enough.

 

Feeling a trepidation that for honour must never berevealed, Lujan gripped the cho-ja behind its neck segmentand swung his leg over its rounded, faintly ridged middle.He sprang, and hauled himself astride. The creature's triplesets of legs depressed and recovered to compensate for his
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weight; and around him, the company of human warriorspaired off with an equal number of cho-ja followed his boldlead and mounted. If they found their seats slippery oruncomfortable, they withheld complaint.

 

'How do you feel, Mox'l?' Lujan asked.

 

The cho-ja's voice sounded strange coming from a pointto the front of and below him. The creatures habituallywalked upright when in the presence of humans, using allsix of their legs only to run at need. 'You are considerate toask of me,~ Force Commander. I am not in distress. Instead Iwould ask that you have a care for the safety of your lowerhind leg limb, that my bladed lower fore hand limb not giveyou injury when we run.'

 

Lujan looked down, and saw that, indeed, his ankles andshins would be at risk of getting diced when the cho-jaextended to full stride.

 

'I presume to suggest,' Mox'l continued politely. 'Fixyour knee behind the lateral knob on my carapace. Theprotrusion might offer you support.'

 

'You presume in kindness, and I thank you,' Lujanreplied, in somewhat stilted politeness that marked theetiquette of the hive-born. He slid his leg farther underneathhimself and found that the bodily feature Mox'l mentioneddid indeed serve as a wedge to steady his seat. Then, at a loss,he searched the top of the insectoid shell for somewhere togrip with his hands.

 

His efforts met with Mox'l's tinny laugh. The creaturetilted its head and managed to twist its face around to lookat him in a manner no human could repeat. 'ForceCommander, my parts are not soft, like yours. Your handsmay grasp my throat joint with safety. My windpipe isprotected quite sufficiently by my exoskeleton and will notbe disturbed by your strength.'

 

Still gingerly, Lujan did as he was bid. The moment his
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fingers found their place, Mox'l faced forward. 'We areready, Force Commander. It is time now for haste.'

The cho-ja scuttled ahead with the startling shift intomotion that characterized his race. All but thrown from hisperch, Lujan clutched and precariously maintained balance.Around him, with near-mechanical precision and never asingle vocal order, the cho-ja company formed ranks. Thenperhaps newly appreciative of his rider's fragile balance,Mox'l poised and held his company, awaiting Lujan's order.

The Acoma Force Leader raised his arm to signal his halfof the mounted strike force to move out. Then a voice calledout from the sidelines.

 

'Don't pinch so hard with your calves, or you're certain toland on your butt!'

 

Lujan turned his head and found his Lady's barbarianslave grinning from ear to ear on the sidelines. The ForceCommander considered a retort, but decided that ignoringthe taunt would be more dignified. Kevin was a master ofcrudities, but lost when it came to subtle insult. Then,belatedly, Lujan recalled that in Midkemia the barbarianswere said to ride upon great beasts into battle; the advice,perhaps, was quite valid and genuinely offered as well.'Worry instead about the safety of my Lady,' the AcomaForce Commander called back. Then he waved to the rankssurrounding him, and the cho-ja surged forward into a run.

Their long, many-jointed legs adjusted to the uneventerrain with inhuman agility. Heat did not trouble them.Their gait had a slight surge to it, back and forth, but almostno sway. A rider did not feel the jolt of each leg strikingground. Lujan revelled in the sensation of speed beyond hisimagination; he felt the wind whip his officer's plumes andtrappings, and the snap of loose hair against his cheek. Hisheart surged with the thrill of the unknown, and before herealized the lapse in manners, he found himself grinning likea boy. His levity vanished soon after, as Mox'l reached the
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edge of the tableland and rushed headlong down a rockygully toward the lowlands backing the hills.

 

Lujan bit back trepidation. The pace of the cho-ja wasdizzying, too fast for human reactions to encompass.

The Acoma soldiers clung in fear of life and limb. Theground rushed by very fast. Mox'l and his warriors leapedover washes and boulder-strewn scree. Now and again oneclawed foot appendage would scatter a fall of loose stones.Human riders squeezed their eyes shut and thought ahead,anticipating battle with the enemy. Facing death by thesword seemed less risky than this headlong dash on cho-jabacks. By the grace of the gods, the Acoma ForceCommander could do nothing but cling and hope that hiscompany of humans would survive the ride withoutbreaking their necks.

 

The land levelled out into sand flats. If Mox'l tired fromhis burden, he showed none of the signs a human might. Hischitinous body did not sweat, and his armoured flanks didnot labour with fast breathing. Lujan unglued watering eyesand glanced to either side. His fellow warriors were all stillin place, though not a few looked white-faced and stiff. Hecalled encouragement to his subofficers, then faced forward,into the whip of the air, to mark their progress.

The cho-ja had borne the warriors better than threeleagues in a fraction of the time a human company couldmarch. They made even better time in the flatlands, theirquick, clawed feet raising minimal puffs of dust. In thedistance, Lujan caught sight of a lone runner. Confidentnow, even exhilarated, he leaned down and pointed pas tMox'l's many-faceted eye.

 

The cho-ja Force Commander nodded without breakingstride. 'A messenger of the enemy flees before us,' heelaborated, his eyesight being keener than a human's. wemust overtake him, else risk the success of our mission.'

Lujan opened his mouth to agree, then checked in a
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moment of inspiration. 'No,' he decided. 'Let the man racein terror and reach his commanders unharmed. We willfollow on his heels, and let his fear sap the heart from ourenemies.'

 

'Humans know humans best,' Mox'l recited from hiveproverb. 'We shall proceed as you think best, for the honourof your Lady and our Queen.'

 

The ride ended at the base of the hills, before a chain ofgrottoes that notched the slopes opposite the valley wherethe allied armies of Acoma and Xacatecas had marched theday before. Lujan saw the runner scurry like a gazen intoshadow, and then there rose a flurry of movement aswarriors too tall for desert men emerged from hiding, in arush to buckle their helms. They were not fully in armour,having expected to climb over the hills and then march uponMara's troops through the knolls overlooking the hardpan.Now, caught unprepared, they formed ranks in disarray,shouting for haste and cursing their loosened sword belts.

Lujan and his mounted strike force raced in until theywere scarcely beyond bowshot range. Then the cho-jastopped sharply. Human warriors dismounted from theirinsectoid companions, and the companies flowed into battlelines and charged. The manoeuvre could not have gone offmore smoothly had they practised; apprehension kept theAcoma men from recklessness. They did not know howmany of the enemy they might be facing. Mindful of theirfellows, even the most hot-blooded of the warriors heldtheir places as they ran screaming battle calls into the ranksof their enemy.

 

They struck, and the conflict was closed. Outnumbered,perhaps, but outraged at the trap that had been set todishonour their Lady, the Acoma fought as though inspired.They had done the impossible, crossed leagues of hostiledesert on cho-ja back; their muscles were fresh, and their
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bodies charged with the adrenaline of daring the unthinkable.Danger from the unknown was replaced by the

familiar rhythm of thrust, parry, and lunge, as Mara'sgreen-armoured warriors engaged the enemy with a will.

Void of such emotions, but bred expressly for killing, thecho-ja cut a swath into the ranks of Minwanabi in disguise.Razor-edged, chitinous forelimbs clove through shields andwristbones like butcher's blades, while clawed hind andmiddle limbs stabbed out, dispatching the fallen woundedwho strove to thrust swords through softer segmentedabdomens.

 

Lujan ducked an enemy spear, sliced an enemy wrist, thenfollowed through with a killing stroke to the neck. Hestepped over the corpse, unmindful of fountaining blood,and engaged the next man in line. On both sides he saw hiscompanions advance with him. The Minwanabi wereshade-blind and blinking, brought out into sunlight, into thethick of battle, in a totally unanticipated attack. The Acomafared well in these first minutes of engagement. It remainedto be seen whether they could stay the distance and maintainthe advantage when the surprise wore off and the enemyrallied to the task at hand. Thrusting, parrying, battering hisway forward with almost maniacal inspiration, Lujanspared small thought for worry. He had once been a greywarrior and would not willingly be inflicted with such a fateonce again. Death was preferable to the loss of his Lady'shonour. He was too busy fighting and staying alive towonder more than fleetingly whether the other company ofcho-ja and Acoma under the command of his First StrikeLeader had met with as resounding a success on the far sideof the hills across the valley. And if the patrols sent on themarch down yesterday's back trail were not in place, Marawas left as defenceless as a sacrifice, alone on the hillsidewith her honour guard of twelve.

 

* * *
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On the hardpan, the sun beat down with the merciless mightof full noon. The token Acoma force sent down toXacatecas' aid had not significantly altered the odds, exceptto draw some of the overwhelming numbers of attackersaway from Lord Chipino's shield ring. The Acoma forcessoon became as beleaguered as their allies, but with onedifference: they had a purpose to their defence. Huddledtogether in a wedge, they appeared to be fighting asdesperate a defence as the Xacatecas; except that, step bygradual step, they seemed to be winning their way closer totheir allies.

 

Not one to miss nuance, Tasaio noticed. His frowndarkened. That his enemy should take more losses thanstrictly necessary just to gain an insignificant bit of grounddiscomforted him. He might call Mara coward for sendingso small a relief force, but he was too cold-bloodedly wise todiscount that another purpose beyond fear might motivateher actions. His suspicion was confirmed a moment laterwhen an archer within Mara's shield wall fired off a signalarrow in a high arc.

 

Tasaio cursed more fervently when the shaft reached itsheight, tipped into downward flight, and landed, unrecoverable,in the midst of Xacatecas' troops.

 

'Suppose she has got a message through,' worried theinterfering Strike Leader.

 

'No doubt,' Tasaio snarled. His plot had gone wrong, hewas sure of it. There was dust rising beyond the ridge at theedge of the hardpan, which warned of another battle well inprogress. His hidden troops had certainly been discovered,which explained much, and none to the good.

 

'Quickly, we must call off half of the troops that pin downLord Chipino,'Tasaio concluded. ~Our best chance now isto charge upon Mara's command position and hope she hasengaged the bulk of her soldiers elsewhere. If she has doneso, we stand good odds of overrunning her honour guard
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and killing her. If we act swiftly, Lord Chipino and thatridiculous little company she sent to distract us will have noopportunity to win free.'

 

The Strike Leader raced off to sound the appropriate horncalls, and Tasaio, slit-eyed, arose from his position andchecked his sword belt. With a stiff nod to his battle servant,who accompanied him always, he stalked off to join hiswarriors. Nothing would go amiss this time, he swore byTurakamu the Red. Against whatever outside contingencymight arise, and even should his life become forfeit, LordDesio's cousin would personally lead the foray against thenotch where Mara had taken refuge.

 

'You won't come out, little bitch. Then I will send killersin after you.' So saying, Tasaio drew his sword and took hisplace at the head of the warriors called into position by hisstrike Leader.

 

The scout bowed to Tasaio. 'It is as you suspected, sir. Marahas sent all of her companies around the ridges to attack ourforces in hiding. She keeps with her one officer, as honourguard, to stand by her litter.'

 

'Then we have her.' Infused by a glow of confidence andsatisfaction, Tasaio dismissed half of the warriors he hadcalled from the battle on the hardpan. 'Return to supportour fellows against the Acoma and Lord Xacatecas. Onepatrol should be more than enough to ensure the Acomabitch dies.'

 

He waved, and the company started forward. Tasaiomarched them up the slope toward the saddle between twoknolls, where Mara and her honour guard held position. Hemade no effort at concealment; indeed, it would only be asatisfaction to him if his quarry trembled in fear at hisapproach. If the Lady broke in terror before his threat, hewould bring home to his cousin and Lord the gratifying
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story of Mara's shame. Very much he would enjoy seeingher cringe before him at the end.

 

The warriors crested the rise. Tasaio had time to noticethat the curtains of Mara's litter were drawn closed, herform but a shadowy presence through layers of gauzy silk.Eyes narrowed against sun glare, Tasaio also saw that thehonour guard who stood vigil was exceptionally tall, andred-haired. His greaves were too short for his long shanks.The helm pressed over his unkempt locks was not snappedin the heat. As he sighted the advancing ranks of theMinwanabi, he widened eyes of a rare deep blue.

Then, to Tasaio's ultimate surprise, the redheadedguardsman, who should have been the first pick of Mara'swarriors, gave a gasp of alarm. He plucked at the gauzecurtains and whined, 'Lady, the enemy comes!'

 

Enjoying the moment hugely, Tasaio signalled the charge.Around him, his warriors leaned into full stride for theattack.

 

With a strange expression on his face, the Acoma guardbraced his spear. Then, as if he rethought the matter, and ashis attackers came within arrow range, he dropped hisweapon with a noisy clatter, spun on his heel, and ran.

Tasaio loosed a startled laugh. 'Take the bitch!' he calledand waved his following onward.

 

The strike patrol raced for the kill, sandalsiscatteringstones as they pressed eagerly into the draw. Tasaio, in thelead, loosed an ululating cry that was half battle yell andpartly a paean to the Red God. He dashed to the greenlacqueredlitter, slashed the silken curtains aside, and thrust

his sword deep into the silk-clad figure inside.

A cloudy puff of jigabird feathers burst outward from thepillow his blade impaled. Caught between fury and reflex,Tasaio struck again. Silk split, and a second gutted cushiondisgorged its contents into the air.

 

Tasaio inhaled a lungful of down and cursed aloud.

Enraged and forgetful of decorum, he slashed a third time inan explosion of sheer temper. The litter contained onlypillows, wrapped up in a lady's fine robe. The honour guard,the redhead, had too obviously been a slave set up as decoy,and this litter a gambit and a trap.

 

Tasaio's mind reasoned quickly, even though he wasirate. This minute, hidden in the surrounding rocks, Marawas certainly enjoying a rich laugh at Minwanabi expense.

Tasaio scanned the nearby knolls to glean some cluewhere to send his shamed patrol of warriors, who were nowas mortified and hot for blood as he was. To follow after thefleeing slave was too obvious; Mara surely would be moreclever-

 

That moment, the arrows began to fall.

 

The man next to Tasaio caught one just above his cheekguard. He fell, clawing at his face. Tasaio saw otherwarriors stagger out of their ranks, and he himself took aglancing blow to his armour that scored deeply through hidelayers before rebounding and leaving him unharmed. Hisinstinctive reaction as a commander was to call orders andprevent a sloppy retreat. His warriors were seasoned. Theyresponded as the trained elite they were and withdrew inorderly fashion into the cover of rocks and outcrops. Atonce Tasaio began to trace the flights of the arrows, and toformulate a counterattack to obliterate the Acoma archers.

But a clattering of loose rocks sounded on the ridge he hadonly recently climbed. Distracted by the disturbance, Tasaiospun, and saw the plumed helm of an Acoma officer flashpast a gap in the rock. Green-armoured shapes followed,accompanied by the unmistakable hiss of blades beingdrawn. Voices added to the din, ordering ranks to close inpreparation for a charge.

 

'They seek to cut us off,' the Minwanabi Patrol Leadersaid quickly.

 

'Impossible!' Tasaio snapped. There was no way Mara
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could have moved warriors so swiftly to flank Tasaio andattack from the rear.

 

More canny to the ways of his superior than the StrikeLeader, the Patrol Leader said nothing but waited for hissenior to issue commands.

 

'Cho-ja,'Tasaio said abruptly. 'She must have kept someof them in reserve.' they could move swiftly enough in thisuncertain terrain - and yet the voices and the noise frombeyond the ridge sounded distinctly human. Tasaio hesitatedonly a moment more. He could not afford a mistake; ifMara had lured him here, surely she had means to cut himoff and annihilate both him and his men. And that wouldspell disaster for his Minwanabi master.

 

His face would be known, if not to her, then to LordXacatecas. He had cut too forward a figure in the War Partynot to be recognized. To have the body of so highly placed acousin in House Minwanabi would be solid evidence oftreason. For although this incident had happened outsidethe borders of the Empire, to treat with the desert men wasto support the enemies of the Emperor. Although Tasaiopersonally would have been willing, if not eager, to trade hislife for the chance to send Mara to Turakamu, he dared notdo so in a fashion that left the honour of his ancestorscompromised. No, Mara had him trapped. He had but onealternative, however distasteful the necessity.

'Fall beck,' Tasaio called curtly. 'Move in good order, butquickly. We must give the enemy no victory.'

 

The warriors obeyed without question, abandoning thesafety of cover. They ran in neat zigzags and sufferedrenewed assault by Acoma archers as they withdrew towardthe hardpan. Their faces showed no expression, in truewarrior fashion. So did Tasaio reveal no emotion, but everystep that he took in retreat burned. Never had he beenforced to flee from the field of battle. The ignominy cut into

him like physical pain. He had reviled Mara, until now, as
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an enemy of his house and people. This moment, thathatred assumed a personal score. For this current shame,brought about by an error in tactics and his ownovereagerness and bloodlust, the Acoma Lady must in thefuture be made to pay. He would hunt her, and all of herissue, until his last breath was drawn. Arrows clatteredaround him in concert with the suppressed grunts ofwarriors who fell and died. Tasaio swore as he ran hewould arrange her downfall coldly, each plot made andexecuted in icy surety, until this insult was avenged.

One of the fallen was his personal battle servant.Aware the man no longer ran behind his shoulder, Tasaiocursed yet again. He would have to train another, and thatwas wasteful, since many candidates usually died beforehe found one with reflexes quick enough to suit him. Herewas another personal score to be settled, another reasonMara must be made to bleed and suffer. Absorbed in hishatred, Tasaio raced across the hardpan without oncelooking back. And so he did not know, until he reachedthe safety of the half company he had rashly andprematurely dismissed, that he and his strike force hadbeen routed by a handful of cho-ja and soldiers, who hadduped him into the belief he was surrounded. In fact theyhad carried nothing better than some spare helmsmounted on poles, and loose bits of armour dragged oncords through the sand to create plentiful noise and muchdust.

 

The Strike Leader laboriously pointed this out, andthough his face was woebegone, and not in the least bitmocking, Tasaio whirled on him in a fury.

 

'Silence that men,' he called to his Patrol Leader. 'Cuthis throat, and take his plumes. You are this momentpromoted to his position.'

 

The Patrol Leader bowed to his superior. No hint ofdistress showed on his face as he drew his sword tocarry out his superior's orders.
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Tasaio glared at the ridge where Mara and her honourguard must lie hidden, mightily enjoying his defeat. Thefact that he had Xacatecas surrounded and all but at hismercy did not ease his disgrace. Tasaio did not turn a hairas his Strike Leader was cut down behind him. As if theman did not gurgle out his last breaths on the sand, thecousin of Desio turned his resources to salvaging what hecould of the afternoon, by ordering renewed assault uponLord Chipino and the isolated half company of the Acomathe Lady had sent out as sacrifice. If he could not get atMara, at least he could ensure that her honour perishedwith her ally.

 

And yet, as the sun passed its zenith and descendedthrough the layered dust toward the horizon, LordChipino's warriors held without breaking. Many of themlay dead, but the survivors did not lose heart. Tasaio'smood worsened when an exhausted runner brought wordthat the warriors behind the west ridge had been attackedand decimated by Acoma. The east ridge perhaps held itsown; no messenger arrived to say for sure. Tasaio sentscouts to check, but none returned.

 

'Damn the Lady's cho-ja,' the messenger ended.'Without them, her victory would not have been possible.'

'Explain what you mean,' Tasaio demanded irritably.But a short time later he saw with his own eyes, as acompany of Acoma warriors rushed from the valley,between knolls, to come to Xacatecas' defence. Theyarrived with impossible speed, mounted on the backs oftheir cho-ja allies. When they reached the fringes ofbattle, they dismounted, assembled ranks, and chargedwith a vengeance upon his troops.

 

Tasaio's warriors had been fighting all day in therelentless sun of the hardpan. They had sweated out theirfreshness and had no edge to bring to bear against thisnew and unexpected threat. In contrast, the soldiers ofLord Xacatecas took new heart from their rescuers andpressed
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back with freshened hope. The Minwanabi could not holdthem, and once again Tasaio found himself calling the orderfor retreat.

 

He Spoke between clenched teeth, pale to the point ofnausea with mortification. His plot in Dustari was in ruins,an unmitigated failure; and all because he had beenoutmanoeuvred on the field, a thing that had neverhappened on Kelewan, nor in the Warlord's campaignagainst the Midkemians.

 

The taste of defeat was new and all too potently bitter.Tasaio oversaw the withdrawal of his army, what remainedof it; his stomach churned with the realization that he haddestroyed his chances to retaliate. He could not remain inthe desert to mount a second assault. The desert men he hadsent forth as.bait would not forgive his betrayal. The tribeswould now be set against him, their chiefs perhaps angryenough to swear blood debt. Though Tasaio looked withscorn upon tribal custom and was not in the least afraid ofany retaliation the desert men could call down upon hishouse, be could not discount their retaliations. All the wayto ganganok and the ships that would return him to themainland, he must endure petty raids as the desert mensought to settle blood score against his company.

That night, sitting tentless and tired in camp between a foldof dunes to the east, Tasaio brooded in solitude. He wouldtake no sa wine to blunt the aches left from battle. He shut outthe voices of his soldiers, raised in bitter complaint, as theywrapped their wounds and sharpened the chips from theirswords. Above all, he would not look to the west, where theafterglow of sunset was displaced by the glimmer of Acomaand Xacatecas victory fires. Soon enough, he promised, thosefires would be as ashes. Soon enough would Mara come toregret this brief victory, for next time he matched wits againsther, Acoma defeat would be utter and final.
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In the command tent of the Lord of the Xacatecas,surrounded by the soft light of lamps and by hushedconversation between a healer and a favoured woundedsoldier, Mara made the bow that was proper from a RulingLady to a social superior. Although hers had been thetriumph in the day's rout, she had chosen not to press theacknowledgment of her laurels. She did not wait haughtilyin her own tent and insist that the Lord of the indebtedhouse come to her; wisely, subtly, she did not force hernew-won position upon a Lord who could potentially causethe Acoma more harm than help were his pride undulyruffled. Neither did she attempt to ingratiate herself, butpassed off her presence as a social visit of little consequence.

'My Lord Chipino,' she opened, smiling slightly as shearose, 'you expressed an interest in my honour guard, andspecifically the soldier who betrayed such remarkablecowardice, that Desio's much praised cousin, Tasaio, wasset off his guard.'

 

Lord Chipino waved away the servant who applied a hotcompress to the sore muscles of his back and neck.Glistening with massage oils, and smelling of sweetointments, he gestured to a waiting slave boy, who slipped alight robe over his body. 'Yes.' Chipino fixed bland eyes on atall figure in the shadows behind Mara, and said, 'Comeforward.'

 

Kevin stepped forth, dressed in his Midkemian trousersand a loose-sleeved shirt, gathered at the waist with a

Tsurani belt of overlapping shell disks. His blue eyes werelaughing as he stopped, hands on hips, to suffer LordChipino's scrutiny.

 

The Lord of the Xacatecas' eyes widened at the sight ofthe barbarian slave, whom he had observed often enough inMara's tent. And yet, having been told by the Acoma ForceCommander that the day's tactics had been Kevin's, andthat all of them lived and breathed as a result of barbarian
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logic, he looked more carefully at the man from beyond therift. Politely he cleared his throat. Since his culture had no

'protocol for addressing a slave who had been heroic, hesettled with inclining his head. 'Fetch the lad a cushion,' he

told his slave boy.

 

One was plucked from the master's own sleeping alcove.Nonplussed, the Lord bade the barbarian sit. Then, satisfiedin his paternal way that the fellow was comfortable, LordChipino opened what he held to be a most sensitive topic.'You are a slave, and so you were able to run from the enemy

in cowardice, since your Lady ordered you to do so, yes?'

To Chipino's startlement, Kevin laughed. 'Being a slavehas nothing to do with it,' he said, in his booming Kingdomvoice. 'Just to see the look of surprise on Commander

Tasaio's face was satisfaction enough.'

 

Lord Chipino frowned, then covered his puzzlement by

sipping at the tesh that waited on the tray by his elbow. 'Yetyou were an officer in the army in your own land, or so yourmistress tells me. Did you not feel shamed to show

cowardice?'

 

Kevin's eyebrows slanted up. 'Shamed? Either we trickedthe enemy, or we died. I hold shame to be a pittance beside

the permanent state of being dead.'

 

'His people esteem life far more than we do,' Marainterjected. 'They do not acknowledge the Wheel of Life,nor do they comprehend divine truth. They do not understandthat they will return in their next incarnation based

upon the honour they acquire in this present state.'

Here Kevin snorted. 'You people have tradition, but no

sense of evolving style. You don't appreciate jokes as do thefolk in the Kingdom of the Isles.'

 

'Ah,' Lord Chipino broke in, the puzzlement on his

leathery features relenting as if all was explained. 'You fledfrom Tasaio and experienced no shame because you perceivethe action as a jest.'
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Kevin buried an amused irritation behind tolerance. 'Youcould simplify the issue that way, perhaps, yes.' He tilted hishead to one side, raked back red bangs, and added, 'Theworst thing about the assignment was that I could barelykeep from laughing outright. Good thing the straps ofLujan's spare armour were too tight, or I would haveexploded in spite of my best efforts.'

 

Chipino stroked his chin. 'A joke,' he concluded, thoughunderneath he was obviously mystified afresh. 'YouMidkemians are wondrously strange in your thinking.' Heshifted his glance to Mara and smoothly ascertained that hisservants had anticipated her needs and brought chocha asshe liked it. A man who lived by subtleties, he had trained hisstaff to observe his guests, learn their needs, and respond intheir duties of hospitality without spoken orders from him.The practice had rewards. It was amazing how soft anopponent could become when he was personally catered to

with as little fuss as though he sat in his own hall. Mara wasnot here as an enemy, but Lord Chipino recognized his debtto her and was anxious to negotiate a favourable settlement.He chose his moment, broaching the subject after Mara wassettled with refreshment, but quickly enough that she hadlittle space for deep thinking.

 

'Lady Mara, your soldiers and the brilliance of your wartactics today spared House Xacatecas from yet more tragiclosses. We are in your debt for the occasion, and areprepared to offer fair and honourable reward.'

The Lady was young; she was gifted, but she still hadmuch hardening to undergo before she became practised inthe Great Game. She proved so now, for she blushed. 'MyLord, the Acoma soldiers achieved only what was properbetween allies. Little reward is required, beyond a formalswearing of alliance with witnesses upon our return to themainland.'

 

She paused, dropped her eyes, and seemed more than ever
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the young girl. A slight frown creased her forehead, as shethought upon the matter and realized that she must asksomething more of House Xacatecas, lest she leave a socialsuperior with an implied debt of obligation. To leave suchbusiness unfinished was an unwise move that could strainfurther amicable relations. 'Lord Chipino,' she addedformally, as if the matter were an embarrassment to her, 'for theactions of the Acoma on behalf of your house, I ask oneboon: that, at a time of my choosing, you grant me your votein the Imperial Council to be cast as I wish. Will this beacceptable?'

 

Lord Chipino inclined his head, well pleased. The requestwas a pittance, and the girl was cautious beyond her years,to keep her asking modest. He murmured a command, andhis runner hurried to fetch his scribe, to set the matterofficially under seal. To Mara's most appropriate responsehe added one thing more. 'Let a suit of fine armour be madefor the barbarian slave, in Acoma colours, that he may servehis Lady in comfort the next time she requires to bait hertraps with an honour guardsman.' Kevin smiled in appreciationof the dry Tsurani humour: he would never be

permitted to wear this armour, but he would have it as atrophy of sorts. Then, the matter disposed of in lastingsatisfaction of the debt, Chipino clapped for servants tobring food. 'You shall dine here,' he said, and he waved toindicate the barbarian slave was to be included. 'Togetherwe shall drink fine spirits, to celebrate the defeat of ourenemies.'

 

Mara woke to the touch of a hand shaking her shoulderbriskly. She rolled over. Dark hair caught in her lashes, andshe sighed, still deep in sleep.

 

'Lady, you must wake up,' Kevin said in her ear.

The bedding seemed much too warm and comfortable.Reluctantly Mara stirred. Though weary still from the battle
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the previous day, and no little bit discomforted by the sawine consumed with Lord Chipino to celebrate the victory,she forced her heavy eyes to open. 'What is it?'

Dawn greyed the sky beyond the tent flap, left open tocatch the night breezes. In the sandy dunes of the lowcountry, the temperature did not fall after sundown, ashappened in the mountains. Mara blinked and rolled closerto Kevin's warmth. 'It's too early,' she protested, and beganprovocatively to tickle him.

 

'Lady,' the tall barbarian scolded gently. 'Lujan is waitingwith a message.'

 

'What?' Now fully wakened, Mara sat up. Loose hairspilled like ribbons over her shoulders as she clappedsharply for a servant to bring a robe. Across the commandtent, seen as a shadow against the lamplit antechamber,Lujan stalked the breadth of the carpet in long strides, hisofficer's helm crooked in his elbow. Quickly the Lady of theAcoma shoved her hands into waiting sleeves. She rose,leaving Kevin fumbling for his trousers, and hurriedthrough the fringed partition between the rooms.

'What's amiss?' she said in response to Lujan's agitation.

The Acoma Strike Leader completed a swift bow. 'Lady.Come quickly. I think the best thing would be for you to seefor yourself.'

 

Made tolerant by curiosity; Mara followed her officer,pausing only to slip on the sandals brought to her by aservant as she stepped into the thin light of dawn.

Her eyes adjusted to the gloom, and she halted veryquickly, colliding with Kevin, who hurried less gracefullyafter her. Involved with fastening his buttons, and stillbarefoot, he had not seen her stop.

 

Yet his clumsiness raised no imprecations. Mara wasutterly absorbed by the sight of seven motley figures whodescended the dunes just beyond the perimeter of her camp.They were short, almost dwarf-like in stature. Their robes

were fringed with beads of glass, horn, and jade, and theirhair was braided. The ends were tasselled in colours, thoughthe rest of their clothing was drab. And around the wrist ofeach, in varied and elaborate patterns, were blue tattoos likebracelets.

 

'They look like tribal chiefs,' Mare said in wonderment.

'So I thought,' Lujan replied. 'And yet they come alone,and unarmed.'

 

'Fetch Lord Chipino,' Mara ordered.

 

Her Force Commander inclined his head in his usual wryfashion. 'I have already taken that liberty.'

 

Then, acting purely on instinct, Mara added, 'Ask oursentries to disarm. Now. At once.'

 

Lujan directed a suspicious glance at the approachingfigures, then shrugged. 'Let us pray the gods are with us.After Tasaio's performance yesterday, the clan chiefs willhave small cause to love us.'

 

'That's just what I am hoping,' Mare said quickly.

She stood, a frown on her face, while Lujan carried outher wishes. All around the camp, Acoma soldiers removedtheir sword belts and laid their weapons flat upon the sand.

'You think these chiefs come as peace emissaries?' said avoice, Chipino's, still gruff from sleep. The Lord of theXacatecas stepped up to Mara's side, his robe sash half-tiedin his haste.

 

'That's what I am counting on,' Mara murmured.

'And if they are not?' Chipino prompted. He soundeddryly interested rather than worried.

 

And Mara smiled back. 'You guess right, my Lord, I amnot without reservations. Lujan was told only to ask thesentries to disarm. The reserve troops, no doubt, are even atthis moment being mustered into armour behind the coverof the command tent.'

 

Lujan stepped back into view from that very quarter,
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looking faintly sheepish. 'Someone has to keep a weathereye open for trouble,' he said cheerfully.

 

Then his levity faded, and he, too, looked southward, towhere the seven small visitors paused by the still rows ofsentries. The one in the lead, who wore the most beads,performed a flourishing salute.

 

'Let them pass,' called Lord Chipino. 'We are willing toparley.'

 

The sentries obediently parted, and without speech thedesert men came through. They walked on short, bandy legsacross the camp, looking neither to the right nor to the left.Unerringly they proceeded until they reached the Lord andthe Lady before the tent. They stopped, arrayed in asemicircle, and stared without speaking like sand-carvedwooden icons, their beads swinging gently in the breeze.

'Send for an interpreter,' Lord Chipino said softly to oneof Mara's servants. Then, taking the Lady's hand, he led herforward two measured paces. Together Lord and Ladyinclined their heads. In the sign language of the desert tribes,they held forth opened hands, signifying suspension ofhostilities.

 

At once the lead chieftain repeated his salute, whichinvolved a series of gestures that framed his nose, mouth,and ears. He bowed, Empire style, his beads jouncingbriskly on their fringes. Then, quite at odds with his precisemovements, he broke into excited speech.

 

The interpreter, a rotund little fellow hired out of llama,had to hustle to arrive in time to catch the gist, for the desertman's onrushing babble abruptly ceased.

 

'What did he say?' Mara demanded, losing her poise toimpatience.

 

The interpreter raised sandy eyebrows in a look ofunfeigned surprise. He seemed to try the words out on histongue once, to ascertain their validity before he answered.'These are the Chiefs of the Seven Tribes of Dustari's
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northern desert, called the Winds of Sand, in their dialect.They are here to swear enmity and blood debt against theman whom you know as Tasaio of the Minwanabi. Further,since the lands of Minwanabi are across the great sea, andwarriors from the Winds of Sand may not travel within theEmpire, these, the Chiefs of the Seven Tribes of the Winds ofSand, are here to ask an alliance between your tribes andtheirs.'

 

Mara and Lord Chipino locked eyes in satisfaction. ThenMara inclined her head, granting the Lord of the Xacatecashis right to speak for them both. Lord Chipino gave answer,looking directly into the hot, dark eyes of the desert chief,and not waiting for the interpreter to keep up. 'Tell theChiefs of the Winds of Sand,' he intoned, 'that our tribeswould welcome such alliance. Further, our tribes of Acomaand Xacatecal will promise to send to the Chiefs of theWinds of Sand Tasaio's sword, as evidence that blood debthas been met and paid in full.' It was assumed the desert menwould know enough of imperial custom to know the onlyway a warrior's sword could be acquired would be to take itfrom dead fingers. 'But if the Acoma and Xacatecas so swearto this alliance, they must have assurance upon clan honourthat the tribes of the Winds of Sand will sign treaty with theEmpire in Dustari. Raids upon the borderlands must stop,so that the Acoma and Xacatecas may be free to pursue thetribe of Minwanabi and claim blood price. So that the tribesof the Winds of Sand need no reason to raid, we shallestablish an outpOst that will be a free trading town for thetribes.' He smiled at Mara. 'It will be jointly administered bythe Acoma.' Turning back to the chieftains, he said, 'Anytraders seeking to cheat or rob our new allies will have todeal with the Xacatecas and the Acoma.'

 

The interpreter hastily caught up, and silence fell. Thefaces of the desert men stayed inscrutable for an interval.Then the leader stamped his foot and spat upon the sand. He
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ejected one curt syllable, spun on his heel, and departed, theothers falling in after him.

 

The interpreter, looking astounded, turned to Mara andChipino. 'He said yes.'

 

Lord Xacatecas laughed in disbelief. 'Just like that?'

The interpreter returned a gesture betraying that he haddesert blood somewhere in his ancestry. 'The Lord of theSeven Chiefs of the Winds of Sand spat water.'

When nobody's puzzlement cleared, he made a small signof impatience. 'That is life oath, for a chief and all of histribe. He, and his heirs, and all of his clansmen and relationswould die by ritual starvation were any of the Winds of Sandto break trust. My Lord, my Lady, you have just concluded atreaty with the desert men more binding than any eversealed in all the long history of the Empire.'

This took a second or two to sink in. When it did, LordChipino grinned delightedly. 'A worthy exchange forTasaio's sword, I should think. Certainly that part of thebargain will not be a bother to carry out.'

 

Then Kevin whooped and caught Mara into a hug, andspun her around. 'You can go home,' he said delightedly.'Home to your estate and Ayaki.'

 

Lujan stood bemused, scratching his chin, and Chipino,with characteristic dry irony, summed up. 'Our houses willreceive recognition and honour from the Emperor himselffor this. And Lord Desio will chew rocks when he finds out.'Then, as if his own thoughts turned toward home,- he

muttered, 'Isashani will be furious to know how muchweight I have lost. Shall we retire to my command tent andshare breakfast?'

 

341

 

13

 

Realignment

 

The guard signalled.

 

Desio of the Minwanabi strode into the vast conferencechamber, his nailed sandals striking the flagstone with asurprisingly loud snap. Incomo watched his masterapproach the dais, his broad hands stripping off his battlegloves, which he flung to the body servant who scurried tokeep up. While still not the crafty schemer his father hadbeen, nor as brilliant a strategist as his cousin, Desio nowthrew himself into the tasks he had avoided at the start of hisrule.

 

Before his First Adviser could speak, the Lord shouted, 'Isit true?'

 

Incomo clutched the latest report tighter to his chest andnodded.

 

'Damn!' Still heated from his hour of exercise with hishonour guard, the Lord of the Minwanabi vented his rage,hurling his helm with total disregard for rich furnishingsand glass ornaments. The servant dived, but missed thecatch; the helmet bounced across polished flooring, fortunatelymissing anything of value, skipping twice before ithammered against the far wall with enough force to mar itsshiny finish.

 

The servant distastefully picked a path through a scatteringof lacquer chips to effect a retrieval. Miserable as awhipped dog, he crept back to his lord's side, holding thebattered helm.

 

But Desio was too intent on upbraiding his First Adviserto curse the servant for damage to his armour. 'You hold areport less than an hour from the boat and every servant and
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soldier knows the news before I do.' Desio stuck out asweaty hand, impatiently raking damp hair from his eyeswith the other.

 

Incomo surrendered the parchment, struck that the pudgyfingers he recalled in the boy were hardened to heavycalluses. The fat, self-indulgent youth who had sought tolose himself in drink and women had changed to a selfassuredruler. Desio was far from the ideal Tsurani warrior;but he now looked the part of a soldier, rather than acaricature of one.

 

Desio scanned the opening lines with narrowed eyes,flipped through pages still gritty with desert dust then,disgusted with the contents, tossed aside the stack. 'Tasaio isnothing if not thorough in admitting his failure.' His lipswhite with anger, the Lord sank heavily into the cushions hepreferred for conducting court. A sigh escaped him. 'Andour defeat.'

 

Incomo surveyed his master's flushed features and warilyhoped that he would not be asked for advice. After twoyears of stalemate, Mara's triumph in relieving LordXacatecas in Dustari came as a bitter surprise. Until today'sreport, every communique from Tasaio had indicated theplan was proceeding as designed. For close to a month,Minwanabi Lord and First Adviser had waited in keenanticipation of a final victory over the Acoma. But when thejaws of Tasaio's trap snapped shut, Mara had eludedcapture once again. Worse, her brilliant counter-offensive,using tactics never seen within Tsuranuanni, had establishedthe first treaty with the Tsubar desert men who hadpreyed upon the borders for generations.

 

Desio pounded a fist into his pillows. 'Breath ofTurakamu, how could Tasaio have bungled his job ?'Waving at the report on the floor, he said, 'Our own factorin Jumar reports that the combined armies of Xacatecas andAcoma were greeted there with fanfares! He even suggests
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Mara may receive a citation from the Emperor! She hasgained her alliance. Instead of two solitary, weakenedenemies, we now face powerful families on the verge ofjoining to oppose us!'

 

Wincing at Desio's ranting, Incomo tried gently to easematters. 'While the treaty is a noteworthy accomplishment,master, Chipino of the Xacatecas is not a man to enter intobinding commitments - at least not without strong motives,and sureties. Mara accomplished no more than her duty tothe Empire when she rescued his army in the desert. Hervictory may have impressed the Lord enough to rethink hisposition once more, but . . .'

 

'If it didn't impress him, he's a fool!' Desio raked angryfingers across some nameless itch on his neck, then droppedhis hand in ~Befuddlement. 'How does the woman do it?Luck must sleep in her bed.'

 

Incomo stepped to the table and dressed the scatteredpages into a meticulous pile. 'We shall know soon howshe...' He was about to say 'defeated us,' but thoughtbetter of that, and said, '. . . again managed to avoid ruin.'Frustrated by a report that still seemed offensively untidy,with bent corners and musty ribbons, as if the writing hadbeen done under adverse circumstances, the First Adviserindulged in a sigh of irritation. 'We will need time to dig outthe truth of the matter.'

 

Desio snapped out of his black musing. 'Mare is coming.'

'But of course.' Incomo laced dry hands at his belt. 'Shewould hasten to her estate after so long an absence from herson -'

 

Desio interrupted. 'No. She'll be coming here.'

Eyebrows raised, Incomo said, 'What makes you say this,Lord?'

 

'Because it's what I would do!' Desio heaved his bulk offhis cushions, and the servant with his load of sweaty armourducked clear as his master stamped across the dais. 'Strike
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while strongest. Allied to Xacatecas, and safe from attackfrom the Anasati, Mara is free to savage us. Even if Chipinois tentative in his support, the bitch has won public favour.She need do nothing more than invoke a Call to Clan!'

Desio glared at Incomo as if expecting agreement, but theFirst Adviser held up a placating hand. 'In all this, there issome good emerging, my Lord.' With a faint smile, heoffered another parchment.

 

The Lord's expression grew thunderous as he saw theproffered scroll bore the personal crest of Bruli of theKehotara. Desio refused to look at the document. 'Bruli hasbeen whining for our patronage for years now, but he lostmy father's good will, and mine, when he refused to swear asvassal upon his father's death - he wants the benefits ofMinwanabi protection without being under our rule.'Frustrated further by suspicions that Mara might somehowbe behind House Kehotara's truculence, Desio flopped backon his cushions. 'Another request for alliance should berefused.' Then Desio sighed. 'But right now we can use allthe friends we can manage. What does the weakfish say?'

Dryly Incomo said,'l suggest my Lord read the message.'

The parchment changed hands. Stillness fell' marred bythe creak of armour as the slave who bore the Lord's glovesand helm shifted his burden from one tired arm to the other.Desio laboriously scanned the closing lines, and his eyeswidened with pleasure. 'Is Bruli's observation reliable?'

Incomo tapped his cheek with a finger. 'Who can ever becertain? I read into this situation as you might, my Lord,that sundry factions in Mara's clan fear her sudden rise.Should she gain much more honour and wealth, she'llcertainly come to dominate Clan Hadama. No other houseis more powerful now, if the truth were known; only dividedloyalties prevent Mara from dictating clan policy. That,

however, could change. These worthy lords who havepresumed to contact Bruli of the Kehotara are careful to let
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us know they do not see their own fortunes necessarily tiedto those of House Acoma.'

 

Desio sat forward, elbows rested on his knees. Hepondered, realized he was thirsty, and waved for his slaveto carry his armour off and fetch refreshments. 'We canthank the gods for small favours. Still, better ClanHadama's families remain neutral than join their ranksagainst us.'

 

Incomo said, 'I think my Lord has missed the otherimplication.'

 

Matured by his power, and less intolerant of correction,Desio returned. a penetrating gaze. Plainly his First Adviserhad best be concise if he wished to escape his Lord's ire.'What implication?'

 

'Our agents have progressed in their work to infiltrateMara's spy network.' Fired by acerbic enthusiasm, Incomospread his bony palms. 'We have isolated still anotherAcoma agent; nearly all their contacts have been traced,their couriers identified. Occasional plants of useful informationhave kept those lines open. At need, we can

manipulate these Acoma dogs to our advantage.'

A strange look passed over Desio's face, and a head shakeprevented his Adviser. from disturbing thoughts not yetformed as he stretched to grip a notion that tantalized hismind. When the servant returned with the refreshment tray,the Lord had lost his appetite. 'I must think on something.Have my bath prepared. I stink like a needra pen.'

Incomo bowed. 'Which girls does my master wish toattend his comforts?'

 

Desio silenced his Adviser with a raised palm. 'No. I needto think. Just the bath attendant. No women. No musicians.A large mug of spiced juice will do nicely. I must have quietfor contemplation.'

 

Intrigued by this sudden turn toward asceticism, Incomostepped from the dais to carry out instructions. At the door,
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he stopped on an afterthought. 'Any new orders for Tasaio,my Lord?'

 

Fury smouldered under Desio's hooded eyes. 'Yes, mybrilliant strategist. After four years of squandering ourresources on his masterful plan in Tsubar, he must be tired.Let us see that he's given a post that will not tax his depletedenergies. We still command that fortress at Outpost Isles;send him there. Let him protect our westernmost holdingsfrom the sea birds and fish.'

 

Incomo lowered his rounded shoulders into a bow, thenleft his master brooding and continued down a stonecorridor that cut into the hill upon which the estate houserested. The cool passage was lit at long intervals withtorches. Sheltered from view by thick shadow, theMinwanabi First Adviser let his frustration show. His paceturned brisk, and his robe of office flapped around thinankles. A pity that Desio's wits had not developed to matchhis resolve. For if Tasaio's failure was dramatic, no plot inthe Game could ever be guaranteed. If there ha] been faultwith the plan, it was simply that no provision had beenmade to allow for failure.

 

Down a shallow flight of steps, and through a wornpostern, Incomo arrived at the wing that jutted out of thehill toward the lake shore. While not as closely situated tothe great hall as lesser quarters, the Lord of the Minwanabi'schambers had an unobstructed view of the lake at sunsetthat made the walk worthwhile. Incomo clapped forservants and ordered his Lord's private bath chamber madeready.

 

As the servants hurried off to assign slaves to heat thewater, Incomo crossed back through the maze-like house to

his own less sumptuous quarters. There, surrounded byscreens painted with patterns of killwings and clouds, hecursed at his master's orders to Tasaio. His bitterness mustnever be shown in public, that fate would send away the
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truly gifted son of the House and leave Minwanabifortunes in the hands of . . . Incomo slammed his fists ona chest in a display more like his master than himself - thethoughts he entertained were unthinkable for a loyalservant, even in strictest privacy. Desio must somehowcontrive to lead the Minwanabi out of this dilemma.

Incomo sank onto a cushion and clapped for hispersonal servant. 'Fetch my writing desk and move it overto my contemplation mat,' he commanded, rubbing histemples. 'Then open the screen to admit the eveningbreeze, and depart.'

 

Alone once more, and confronted by his pens and hisdesk, the First Adviser thumbed a blank sheet ofparchment and pondered how to compose his missive toTasaio. While the man was ostensibly transferred tocommand of another Minwanabi garrison, Desio hadeffectively ordered banishment. The fortress in theOutpost Isles had only been established to protectMinwanabi shipping from piracy; and those waters hadbeen cleared of such brigands for over a century and ahalf. The fort still stood due to the hidebound Tsuranireluctance to surrender any ground once taken. TheMinwanabi manned that desolate, fogbound chunk ofrock simply to prevent anyone else from supplantingthem. Now one of the most gifted military minds in theEmpire was being sent to the hinterlands to grow moss.

Disgusted by what he perceived as a waste, Incomoreminded himself that as the price of a grand failurewent, life on that rock was light punishment. Had LordJingu remained alive to wear the Lord's mantle, Tasaiowould have answered for such disgrace with his headpreserved in a jar of vinegar and red-bee honey. Settingbrush and ink to parchment, the First Adviser sighed thatso painful an order should be relegated to writtencorrespondence. Tasaio surely deserved better. A slightword of personal regret would be appropriate; seasonedwith the reverses of
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politics, Incomo knew better than to burn any bridge at hisback. Fortune in the Great Game could turn all tooquickly, and a man never knew where he might owe hisloyalty in the future.
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As the litter rounded the last bend in the road, Maraleaned out of the curtains with childish eagerness. TheTsurani bearers shouldered their off-balanced burden instoic silence; they could sense their mistress's excitement.

'Nothing has changed,' Mara said breathlessly. 'Thetrees and the grass look so green.' The wet season

lushness of the landscape was a balm to the eye afteryears of barren desert. Over the final knoll, past thefences of the outermost needra fields, the well-kept estatespread across the land. Dead branches and brush shootshad been pruned back, and the grass under the hedgesstood neatly clipped. Mara could see the advance scoutwaving from the top of the next rise. For an instant sheworried: could some clever enemy have set an ambush toturn her homecoming to disaster? Had she, in herexcitement, pushed her warriors and her scouts ahead toorapidly to ascertain the safety of the road? Then logicabsolved her fear; she rode at the van of a triumphantarmy - more than one foe must join ranks in force tothreaten her at her own borders.

 

A scout reported to the head of the column.

 

Mara pushed impatiently at the gauze hanging thatseparated her from the officers who marched beside her.'What news, Lujan?'

 

Her Force Commander flashed a smile, his teeth vividlywhite in his desert-tanned face. 'Mistress, a reception!'

Mara smiled. Only now could she admit to anyone,most of all herself, just how desperately she had longedfor home. The fanfares that had greeted her and LordXacatecas in llama and Jamar had been flattering, buteven celebrations that heaped her with honours hadproven taxing. Close to
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three years had passed since the orders to send her garrisonin defence of the borders; too long a time in the life of ayoung son for a mother to be absent. Nights in Kevin's armsand the rigours of battle by day were only a distraction fromher ache to see Ayaki.

 

The returning army crested the hill, the tramp of threethousand feet in the damp soil of the road a dull thunder inthe morning quiet. Mara breathed in the scents of richfoliage and akasi, then went wide-eyed with wonder.

At the junction of the Imperial way and the road to theAcoma estate rose the ornate, towering arch of a magnificentprayer gate. New paint and enamelled roof tilessparkled in sunlight and in the gate's deep shadow, ahundred Acoma soldiers stood in ceremonial armour.Before their rows of shining shields were other well-lovedfigures - Keyoke, correct as his warriors but wearing theembroidered badge of an Adviser; Jican dwarfed by thehadonra's staff of office; Nacoya, her bothered expressionburied in smiles - and a pace ahead of her, a boy.

Mara's breath caught. She fought a rush of tears,determined not to succumb to unseemly display. But themoment she had longed for, that at times had seemed elusiveas a dream, overwhelmed her resolve. Kevin acted the role ofbody servant to perfection, lifting aside the hanging andoffering his free hand to Mara. His steadiness allowed her torecover decorum as she stepped onto her native soil at last.

She had to wait, as befitted her rank, for the party by thegate to approach her. The delay was torture, and her eyesdrank in details. Keyoke had mastered his crutch. He movedwith barely a hitch in stride despite his missing leg, andMara exulted in her pride for him. Nacoya had not aged sosmoothly, but had acquired a slight limp. Mara smotheredan impulse to rush and offer an arm; the First Adviser wouldnever forgive such a breech of manners over something astrivial as an aching hip. Lastly, in tingling aprehension,

Mara dared a look at the boy who strode resolutely towardher, head held high, back straight, and chin outward. Hewas so tall and rangy!

 

Mara's throat tightened as she took in his child's armour,the miniature sword at his side, the helm he lifted from inkblack hair with the bearing of a perfect little Acoma warrior.Her child had grown nearly twice the size she rememberedon her departure.

 

With rehearsed dignity, Ayaki completed the bow of sonto mother. He spoke out, his child's treble carrying solemnlyover the ranks of still warriors. 'I bid welcome to the Lady ofthe Acoma. We are a hundred times blessed by the goodgods for her safe return to our home.'

 

Mara's resistance crumbled. She knelt before her son andsuddenly the boy's arms were around her neck, huggingfiercely enough to crumple her fine silks. 'I missed you,mummy,' the boy quavered into her hair.

 

Moisture trembled in Mara's eyes as she answered,though somehow she kept her voice firm. 'I have missed you,my little soldier. More than you can ever know.'

Standing with pursed lips to one side, Nacoya allowedmother and son a moment of public indiscretion beforepointedly clearing her throat. 'The entire House of Acomawaits to welcome our mistress. So gladdened were ourhearts at news of your triumph, that this prayer gate waserected to honour your victory. We trust it pleases you,Lady.'

 

Mara raised her face from Ayaki and examined thebrilliant panels of the prayer gate, each one carved andpainted with the icons of the felicitous gods. Chochocan, theGood God, seemed to smile directly upon her, whileHantukama, the Bringer of Blessed Health, spread his handsin benediction toward her army. Juran the Just beameddown from the crest of the crossbar, as if in blessing of thoseabout to pass through. Lashima the Wise seemed to gaze

with affection at one who almost had been committed to herservice. The artisans had done superlative work, and thefigures seemed charged with divine wisdom; but the allureof the images quickly palled. Mara took in the familiar facesof servants and soldiers, advisers and friends, then glancedback to Kevin, who returned his barbaric wide smile. Lost ina daze of happiness, she answered her waiting First Adviser.'Yes, Nacoya, I am pleased.' She gave the son at her sideanother squeeze and added, 'Let us return to the house of myancestors.'

 

Despite the fatigue from a long journey home, Mara's spiritssoared as tine' night fell. The grounds of her family estatewere decked out in grand celebration, coloured lanternshanging from the trees in all the gardens, and bright buntingfestooning the rails of the central entrance. Candlesflickered in courtyards, porticoes, and halls. Strings of tinybells, strung from every doorway and screen, chimed sweetmelodies in thanks for the gods' blessings with each person'spassage. Hired musicians from Sulan-Qu added theirmelodies to those played by performers under Acomapatronage, and song rang gaily across the grounds. Everyone,free workers, guests, and advisers, danced to celebrateAcoma triumph. Maids and serving girls laughed as theywaited upon victorious soldiers, who regaled them withtales of the campaign against the desert men. In time-honouredTsurani fashion, the warriors were modest abouttheir own achievements, but lavished accolades upon oneanother; to a man they praised the daring tactics that hadreversed a bitter defeat into a brilliant victory. What theirLady had done in the Game of the Council she hadaccomplished on the battlefield: make innovation her ally

From his place at the mistress's shoulder, Kevin smiledindulgently at her beaming expression. Ayaki perched like aminiature soldier at his mother's right hand, determined to

stay the course until the festivities ended, but battlingdrooping eyelids. He had been appointed 'defender of theHouse' in the army's absence, and though the real militaryorders came from Keyoke, the boy revealed a singlemindeddevotion that astonished his elders. Unfailingly he hadturned out to oversee every change of patrol. Ayaki wasmuch like his father in that regard; no matter what elsemight be recalled of Lord Buntokapi, none spoke ill of hissense of duty or bravery. But the excitement bested the boy,finally. His chin slowly lowered until he dozed against hismother's side.

 

Presuming to speak without being addressed, Kevinwhispered, 'Should I carry the boy to bed?'

 

Mara stroked her son's soft cheek and shook her head.'Let him stay.' Then, as if her own happiness made hersensitive to the needs of others, she said discreetly, 'Go sayyour greetings to your countrymen. You need not returnuntil later.'

 

Kevin smothered a smile as he stepped through sumptuouspiles of cushions and made his bow. The long journeyfrom Dustari had permitted little privacy for Mara toconsort with her body slave. Unlike the huge command tenton the field, with its many rooms, and the comings andgoings of servants a matter beneath notice, the trader'sgalley which had borne them back across the Sea of Bloodand up the River Gagajin had been too cramped to allowintimacy. As much as Kevin longed to visit his fellows, heached for the moment he could return to Mara's side.

He might have won his mistress's lasting love, but Tsuraniculture would never change; Kevin slipped from his Lady'shall with the briskness of a man dispatched on an errand.Once outside the main house, he crossed the lighted groundsat a jog. His favour as Mara's lover would avail him nothingshould Jican find him 'lazing about', with work to be done.

Kevin kept to the shadows, an easier task as he drew away
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from the kitchens and barracks; fewer lights burned in theservants' compound, and the slaves' quarters beyond werealmost dark.

 

The music of the victory festivities seemed distant, toofaint to make out a melody. Kevin stumbled over ruts in thepacked earth until his eyes adjusted to the night. Left only acoppery half moon for guidance, he passed the outermostbuildings and entered the cluster of board-walled shacksbeyond. There were no trappings of gaiety here. Kevin felthis chest tighten as he noticed: the slave quarters might wearfresh whitewash for the celebration, but they were still onlybare little huts. Seated on the ground before the doorways,clusters of ragged, dirty men shared the contents of severalceramic kettles. They ate their portion of the banquet givenin Mara's honour with their hands, wolfing down each bit asif it might be their last meal.

 

One man noticed Kevin's approach and whispered, andinstantly conversation broke off. All eyes turned from thefood pots. Then someone commented in Midkemian that abody as tall as Kevin's could never be a Tsurani overseer; ye tanother voice shouted through a hut's open doorway.

'I'll be damned! They haven't hanged you yet?' A laughfollowed, and a bulky figure in a patched grey robe rushedoutside to meet him. ~

 

Kevin returned the laugh and hugged the broadshoulderedman, playfully rubbing his bald head. 'Patrick!They haven't hanged you, either, I see.'

 

Patrick gave a wide grin. 'Not hardly, old son. I'm theonly one who can keep this murderous crew in fine.' voicelowered to a whisper, he added, 'Or at least that's what weconvinced the runts.'

 

Stiffly, Kevin broke off the embrace. For three years hehad lived with only 'rums' and the derogatory term shockedthe recognition that his view of the Tsurani had changed.Now, confronted by the gaunt faces of his countrymen, he
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could not escape the fact that his perspective was unique.Familiar features had changed, become suntanned and harddespite the smiles that welcomed the discovery that theirliege lord's son still survived. Kevin surveyed the raggedgathering, his joy dampened further as he took stock of whowas absent. 'Brandon and William of LaMut, where arethey?' As if more men might be hidden within the dimdoorways, Kevin cast about. 'Marcus, Stephen, and Henry.The two Tims? Brian, Donell, and Jon: where are they,Patrick?'

 

'Things changed since you left, old son.' Patrick expostulatedwith a tired sigh. 'This Jican's a fiend for cuttingexpenses, so the favours you arranged from her Ladyshipvanished. We're treated the same as any other slaves now.'

'But where are the rest of us?' Kevin demanded in

concern.

 

A mutter ran through the men, while thin-lipped, Patrickanswered. 'Brian's stomach turned sour and he died in aweek. The runts let him lay there and wouldn't call anydoctors for a slave. Donell was killed by a needra bull,during breeding last spring. Marcus died from the fever thewet season after you left. Some sort of snake - called "relli"by the runts - bit Tim Masonsson and the guards killed himwithout batting an eye. They claimed they spared him a slowdeath.'

 

'That at least was a kindness,' Kevin cut in. 'Relli poisonkills very slowly and painfully, and nobody knows of aremedy.'

 

Unconvinced, Patrick laid his arm around his countryman's shoulder; he smelled of dirt, and needra, andunwashed sweat, but Kevin noticed little beyond hiswhispered words. 'Some of these runts understand bits ofthe King's tongue, we suspect. Jon was sent elsewhere towork with wood; somehow they discovered he was a

carpenter. We've not seen him for a year. Samuel of Toren

lost his temper and struck a runt, and him they hangedwithin minutes.' Glancing nervously across the compound,Patrick dared one last line. 'But Tim Bloget and the othershave escaped.'

 

Kevin forgot himself. He jerked back, eyes wide, and said,'Escaped!'

 

Patrick caught Kevin by the wrist and pulled him stronglyaway from the huts, past the perimeter hedge and over to thebank of a small brook. Jumpy, tense, and looking often overhis shoulder, he continued in a low murmur. 'There arecamps of bandits in the foothills to the west. The runts namethem "grey warriors". We overheard some soldiers speakingof them after the army left. William of LaMut escapedand then snuck back telling us it was true. Brandon, TimBloget, and Stephen went with him and we've got a fewmessages back and forth.'

 

The streamlet chuckled quietly over its bed of stones; themusic could not be heard at all here, only the scraping ofnight insects. Kevin sat down, his hands gripped tightly tohis forearms. 'Escape,' he muttered.

 

Patrick chose a worn rock, sat also, and absently pulled agrass stalk. 'Security's tighter now. That Keyoke's no fool.Once the overseers figured out the boys had cut and run, hechanged the patrols and doubled the guards who escort us towork.' Patrick sucked his grass stem, found it bitter, andspat. 'Leaving would be tougher, now the runts havepuzzled out what took place. Before, they never imagined aslave might want to escape.' He chuckled in bitter irony.'Odd lot. Lived here five years and I've still got no clue howthey think.'

 

Kevin shrugged. 'I understand them better now.'

A snap to his words, Patrick said, 'Well you should.You're the educated one, Kevin, being a noble and all. I'dhave taken the other boys into the hills by now, but Ithought it wiser to leave that to you. We need your
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leadership. Because one chance is very likely all we're goingto get, and-,

 

'Wait!' Kevin kicked a clod with a splash into the stream.'Escape to where?'

 

'Why, to the mountains.' Patrick peered closely at hiscompanion, but the gloom hid details of expression. 'Thesegrey warriors want nothing to do with us, but they will tradea bit. They're not about to hunt us down. So, I figured we'dwait for our moment, then bolt and make our own camp inthe high country.'

 

'And do what?' Exasperated, Kevin shook his head.Though Patrick had been born a commoner, they had beenfriends, hunting companions, and later soldiers together;while a loyal man and a staunch fighter, Patrick had littleimagination. On campaign in Dustari, Kevin had beenquartered among Mara's soldiers often enough to learn thatsome had once been grey warriors. Their existence, as theytold it, had been a misery of poverty and starvation.

'Kevin, damn it, we'd be free!' Patrick insisted, as if thatsettled things.

 

'Free to do what?' Kevin pried loose another bit of dirt.He tossed it hard into the water, and the splash startlednearby insects to silence. 'Ambush patrols of Acomasoldiers? Cho-ja? To fight our way back to wherever the hellwe came through that magical hole from our own world?Or, far more likely, we can die of fever or starvation.'

Patrick answered in anger. 'We're nothing here, Kevin! Ifwe kill ourselves working, do we get thanks? A better meal?A day of rest? No, we get the same treatment as the animals.Damn it, man, today was the first we've not had to labourfrom dawn to sunset since you left. At least in the mountainswe can lead our own lives.'

 

Kevin shrugged in resignation. 'I don't know. You're a

gifted enough hunter in the Grey Towers,' he said inreference to the mountains near Zun. 'But up there?' He

sliced a hand at the dark. 'So you snare some six-leggedcreature, do you even know if you can eat it? Half thedamned things are poisonous. Not like the game at home.'

'We can learn!' snapped Patrick. 'Would you rather workuntil you die of old age?' A thought struck him. 'Or is thereanother reason, old son? Maybe you've come to appreciatethe runt way of looking at things?'

 

Surprisingly stung, Kevin stood up and spun away. 'No,I . . .' He sighed, shed his hurt, and tried again. 'It's differentfor me, Patrick. Very different.'

 

'You won't work as hard as us, for one thing.' The insectsscraped loudly and long through a silence. Then Patrick rosealso. 'I see that much.'

 

Kevin whipped irritably around. 'No, I don't think youdo.' aware he had reached a sort of watershed, he struggledfor words to tell his friend what he had come to know andfeel for Mara. His hands twisted in frustration. No matterwhat he said, Patrick would only see the Lady as his captor.A man of plain tastes and simple intellect could notappreciate her ingenious way of seeing things, or Kevin'sown delight when she laughed at his jokes when they werealone. Neither could he explain the magic, the fulfilment ofhis life as he lost himself in her.

 

Too tired to communicate the impossible, Kevin threw uphis hands. 'Look, we'll talk about this again. 1... can' tpromise anything in a hurry. But we can always leave, andsince Dustari, things are not quite so hidebound as before.'

'In what way?' Patrick snorted, unconvinced. 'Are theoverseers going to treat us like drinking pals now thatyou've come back with her ladyship?'

 

Kevin shook his head, the gesture mostly lost in thedimness under the trees. 'No. But I think I'm making :progress. Someday. . .' $,

 

'Someday, we'll be dead,' Patrick said brutally. Hegripped Kevin's shoulders and all but shook him. 'Don't go ~
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daft, man, over a little soft thigh. I know you've always beenone to moon after this pretty face or that, thinking a readysword meant you were in love. But Kevin, there are no lovelyladies for us to cuddle.' In the murk Kevin could see Patricknod toward the distant estate house. 'While you enjoy yoursilks, we sleep in mud. When you dine with the mistress inthe morning, we're three hours in the field already, andwhen you take supper with her, we're just coming back.You're only spared our lot as long as you can keep yoursword sharp, and the woman doesn't get tired of you. She'llchoose herself another lover one day, and then you'll cometo know how we live.'

 

Kevin wanted to argue, but in gritty honesty, he knewPatrick spoke the truth. Mara might love her tall barbarian,but he must never fool himself: she would order his deathwithout an instant's hesitation if the honour of her housebecame compromised. Generous, innovative, even softheartedas Mara could be, she was equally capable of

ruthlessness.

 

Kevin laid his hands over his friend's taut wrists. 'I'm notsaying I'm against the idea of escape. Just I'm not convincedthat living as outlaws, eating whatever we can steal, andsleeping on the run in the forest is one whit better thanslavery. Give me time. Let me see what I can do aboutarranging better food and less work.' He pulled away, tornby a conflict he had rashly never foreseen. 'Don't let the ladsdo anything stupid. I'll use my influence with the mistressand find another way to recover our freedom.'

 

'Don't linger too long, old son. If you've come to like therunts, that's your affair - I'll never stop loving you like abrother.' Patrick spun away from the stream bank, his voicesuddenly cold. 'But know this. I'd kill you if you try to keepus here. The lads have decided; we'd rather die free than live

as slaves. We've figured the Tsurani out enough to knowthat if your Lady had failed down South, it would have beenevery man for himself, demons take the hindmost. So, we waited for news. If the Lady was dead, we'd be off with no ~One to tell us stay. When we heard she had won . . . we ~ Iagreed to wait for you to come back, you being our officer ~, l and most likely to get us out safe.' He fixed his countryman | with a hard gaze. When Kevin didn't answer, Patrick added, ~'We won't stay much longer. With you or without you, old ~ ~son, we'll go.' ~

Kevin sighed. 'I understand. I won't try to keep you. Just . . . give me a few days.' - ~

'A few days it is.'

Wrapped in uncomfortable quiet, the two men picked their way back to the slave huts. Kevin lingered to chat with ~; the men he had known as soldiers in the field, and a few ~Others he had met in the slave pens and coMes en rouse to 4; l Sulan-Qu. The captive Midkemians had formed a tight-knit ~. ~friendship since coming to Mara's estate; except he was a ~man marked apart. That had not been so apparent during ; the year he had worked on the needra fields; but now, the ~distance between Mara's bed and a miserable life in the slave ~i ~huts left an unbridgeable alienation. ~

Kevin listened to gossip, and commiseration over insect ~; bites, hunger, and sores. He had little to contribute to such i ~talk. The exhilaration of a triumphant homecoming faded, ~ ~and he did not mention the marvels he had encountered in ~. j Dustari. Well before midnight, the slaves began to rise and ~seek their huts. They would be roused before dawn, ~celebration notwithstanding, and Tsurani overseers used ~ ~the whip on any laggards. Kevin made excuses and :: departed. As he walked alone through the night, past I sentries who nodded him greeting, and servants who made i way to let him pass, each small privilege galled him. As he | passed on into the lantern light, and laughter, and pretty ~serving maids who teased and called for him to dance, his i discomfort sharpened to bitterness. For the first time since j his headlong plunge into love, he wondered how soon hewould come to curse himself for a fool.

 

Incomo hurried into his Lord's chamber. Desio sprawledbefore an open screen, his robe flapped open to allow thelakeshore breeze to cool him. Stacks of reports from hisvarious holdings lay scattered at his feet, but he had taken abreak from reading to hear a trio of poets recite ballads fromthe Empire's history. Incomo heard enough to identify astanza from the Deeds of the Twenty, a tale of ancientheroes revered for extraordinary service. Titled Servants ofthe Empire by some long past Light of Heaven, they werefondly recalled, although the scholars of present generationsinsisted they were legends.

Since Tasaio's influence had bent Desio toward themartial tradition, the Lord's tastes had shifted from pursuitof lascivious adventure to the glorified exploits ofchampions; his choice of activity may have changed, buthis resentment of interruptions remained in force. TheMinwanabi Lord glanced aside at his First Adviser's abruptentry and as if his scowl were a signal, the chorus trailedraggedly into silence. 'What is it?'

Incomo bowed. 'We have an unexpected visitor.' Sincethe poets were travelling players, and not given patronageby the household, the First Adviser leaned close andwhispered. 'Jiro of the Anasati awaits at the far dock, askingpermission to cross the lake.'

Desio blinked in surprise. 'Jiro of the Anasati?' AtIncomo's near reprimand, he prudently lowered his voice.'What possible reason could bring Tecuma's brat hereunannounced?' Then, aware he inconvenienced himself bywhispering for the sake of the hired entertainers, Desiowaved the poets away. A servant would pay them; they hadnot been gifted enough to retain.

The First Adviser watched the doorway until the chamber

was private. 'I have little to add. Jiro sends you greeting. Heregrets the informality of his call and begs a few moments ofyour time. The messenger in from the river gate adds that theboy travels with a minimal honour guard, only twelve men.'

'Twelve men!' Desio's annoyance evaporated. 'I couldtake him at the docks. With Jiro to ransom, Lord Tecumawould . . .' He broke off at his First Adviser's stillness, thensighed. 'No, the old man would not trade a younger son forhis only grandson. Jiro isn't quite stupid.'

 

'Certainly so, my master.' Incomo backed clear as Desioshoved to his feet, flung open the screen to the side hallwayand shouted, 'Send guards to escort our guest to the mainhouse docks.' The Lord clapped briskly for servants, anddemanded dressers and formal robes, then a large tray ofrefreshments to be brought to the great hall.

 

Incomo heard the list of preparations through withoutcomment. Early on, Desio had decided that even trivialentertaining must take place in the grand hall. The vaststone amphitheatre with its high, vaulted roof was resplendentenough to unsettle most guests. No other estate housein the Empire could match its construction; imitators hadtried, but their efforts had lacked the natural site, ringed bystone crested hills, and situated on a lake shore that even inspring was not marshy. Easily the most splendid court thisside of the Emperor's palace, Desio believed that confrontinganyone there lent the Minwanabi the advantage. Puffedby his own self-importance he said, 'What would lure Jirohere?'

 

'Honestly, my Lord, I suspect nothing and everything.'Incomo ticked points on dry fingers. 'Perhaps the Lord ofthe Anasati grows feeble. As heir, Halesko might send hisyounger brother as emissary to propose something.'

Servants knocked and entered, bearing folded silk andropes of tasselled sashes, slippers, jewels, and pins. Theybowed, shed their burdens, and helped their master strip off
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his crumpled day robe. As the fabric was whisked aside,Incomo was struck that Desio's sleekness now overlayheavy slabs of muscle. The boyhood fat of five years beforehad nearly vanished, along with the vacuous attitude.Slipping his arms into his knot-worked orange and blackrobe, Desio said. 'I don't know. Old Tecuma keeps hishousehold on a short leash, especially his two sons. The lasttime I met Halesko at the games, he seemed just like hisfather. But Jiro is an unknown.'

 

The conversation lapsed as body servants applied combsto the master's hair, and hung his pink ears with ornaments.As attention shifted to slippers, and the servants washed andtowelled Desio's feet, Incomo stole the moment to drawupon the detailed information that any good adviser keptcurrent, concerning every important figure in the Empire.

'Jiro is something of an enigma. Very bright, so don't letanything he says mislead you into thinking him witless.'

Raising his other foot to be washed, Desio frowned; hewould never be taken in by so transparent a ploy. Though he

hated to be made to feel stupid, the Lord listened carefully asIncomo went on and described Mara's past proposal to takean Anasati son in marriage. All present presumed she suedfor Jiro, but the younger brother, Buntokapi, had becomeher husband instead.

 

Desio grinned. 'Ah, she slighted Jiro and gained anenemy.~

 

Incomo sniffed. 'One could safely assume that much.'

A slave proffered a jewelled slipper. Desio shoved in hisfoot, then peered at his reflection in a precious metal mirror.'Now, what sort of man is he?'

 

'He's quiet,' Incomo recited. 'Jiro keeps to himself andhas few friends. His vices are moderate, a little gambling,but never to excess like his deceased brother, nor does hedrink like Halesko. An occasional woman, but never afavourite. He's inclined to say little, but implies a lot.'
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'Cryptic but each word has meaning,, Desio defined.

Impressed that he need not spell out subtleties, the FirstAdviser listed the rest. Jiro lacked his elder brother'smilitary experience, but was an avid student of history. Hepreferred scroll books to poets and ballads, and spent hourswith scribes in the libraries.

 

'Well.' Desio pouted at his reflection. 'I hate to read, so hewould hardly be coming here for scholarly conversation. Ishall meet our uninvited guest at the dockside, and if I don'tcare to hear out the younger son of the Anasati, I can sendhim packing without wasting any more bother.'

 

'Does my Lord wish an honour guard?'

 

Desio straightened one of his jewels and laid the mirror inthe hands of a servant, who reverently returned it to a velvetslip case. 'How many men did you say Jiro brought?'

'Then order twenty soldiers to the docks. It's too hot for acrowd, and I feel no need to Put on a display.'

Noon sunlight beat down on the grey boards of the dock,and flashed reflections off the trappings of the honourguard. Sensitive to the light, Desio squinted across the watertoward the approaching Anasati barge. The craft was notimposing enough to indicate a state visit; it was smaller,adorned only with paint, and its primary service wasrunning messages along the river Gagajin; except thisjourney was not made for dispatches. Between the ranks ofJiro's honour guard, Desio made out the bulk of a heavyslatted cargo crate.

 

His curiosity became piqued. As the polemen

manoeuvred the barge to the dockside, Desio had ForceCommander Irrilandi call his warriors to attention.

The Anasati craft bumped against the landing. Slaves atbow and stern leaped ashore to secure lines; and a strangeand unsettling growl issued from the depths of the crate;

364

 

l

a

 

~1

 

1

.

 

;

 

apparently the container confined a vicious animal. An avidenthusiast of the Imperial Games, which held spectacles ofbeastfights and warriors, Desio craned his neck until anudge from Incomo recalled decorum.

 

Soldiers in Anasati red and yellow were already steppingonto the wharf. In their midst, robed in velvet stitched withriver pearls, Jiro greeted his host with a graceful bow. Hewas slightly older than Desio, decisively more poised, andstrictly observant of the forms. Without hesitation, he said,'Are you well, Lord Desio?'

 

'I am well, Jiro of the Anasati.' Eyes narrowed, Desioreturned the proper response. 'Is your father well?'

'Well, indeed, my Lord.' A louder, more savage growlissued from the depths of the cargo crate; Jiro gave thehaughty suggestion of a smile. Careful of his timing, hedrew breath to continue the tiresome, formal ritual ofgreeting.

 

But Desio's patience deserted him. Afire to ask after thebeast in the crate, he blurted, 'I am happy to say all of myfamily is well.'

 

Released from protocols, Jiro glanced smugly at Incomo,who radiated intense annoyance, but who at this momentwas powerless to intervene. 'Thank you,' murmured theAnasati son. 'My Lord Desio is kind to welcome anunexpected visitor. I apologize for my rudeness, but I

chanced to be in your area and I felt it would be useful for usto speak.'

 

Something clawed at the crate slats, and the slaves on thebarge shifted nervously. Desio twitched from foot to foot:the moment had come to invite his guest inside forrefreshments, or turn him away at once. The irritation ofhonouring an enemy's son was balanced by fascination.

While Desio dithered, Jiro seized the initiative. 'Please,Lord, I had not intended to presume upon your hospitality. Ihave live creatures on board that dislike the motion of the
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barge. It is well for me, and best for them, if we may speakhere.'

 

Perspiration made Desio's face itch. If Jiro could dowithout a cool drink, the Lord of the Minwanabi preferrednot to. He waved magnanimously to his guest and the entireAnasati honour guard. 'Come in and sit where we need nothasten our talk.' As his visitor darted a concerned glance atthe crate, Desio added, 'I'll have servants move your beastsinto the shade so they will not suffer.'

 

Jiro hesitated. Indelicately caught between refusing thekindness of a superior, or acknowledging fear of an enemy'shospitality, an implied shame, he fingered his shell andlacquer belt. 'My Lord is generous, but the beasts I transportare too vicious to be left in strange hands. I would not risk aninjury to any of the servants in your household.,

A strange, deep light touched Desio's eyes. 'Then bringthe beasts along; they sound interesting.,

 

Jiro bowed. To the servant who lingered on the barge, heordered, 'Leash the hounds and bring them. And as youvalue your honour, make sure no hapless Minwanabiservant stands too close and takes harm.,

 

The servant paled at the comment, Desio saw. His ownpalms grew moist in excitement. As Irrilandi formed theMinwanabi honour guard into ranks for the march indoors,he could not resist a look back. On the barge, the whitefacedservant donned a heavy pair of gloves. He thengathered two thick braided leashes and signalled the slaves,who hesitantly dragged the cover off the cage. A stridentbark and more growls answered the unveiling and the slavesjumped back in fright. Then the servant raised a bonewhistle to his lips. He blasted a single note, and two muzzlespoked through the opening, followed by wide-set slantingeyes, and ears trimmed short into points. Two dogs offerocious aspect braced long forepaws on the cage; the
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slaves cowered back, and every warrior in the Anasatihonour guard surreptitiously touched his weapon.

'Magnificent,' Desio breathed, as the servant stepped inand looped the leashes through two jewel-studded collars.The dogs flowed out of their prison with sinuous grace.Massive of shoulder and jaw, and brindled in light tan andblack, the creatures sprang over to the dock, then sat asregally as if they owned it.

 

'My Lord would be wise to stand back,' murmured Jiro.

Desio did so, too rapt to notice that an enemy had toldhim what to do. 'Magnificent,' he repeated, and he stared atamber eyes that were passionless in their canine ferocity asTasaio's out on the archery field. Then, annoyed by thereminder of the cousin who had failed him, and made awareby Incomo's quiet hiss that he stood gawking like a farmer,Desio motioned for his honour guard and adviser to follow,and strode off toward the entrance to the great hall.

~What sort of hounds are those?' he asked as he crossedthe hall and mounted his cushioned dais, his First Adviser ahalf-step behind.

 

'They are hunters without peer.' A gesture from Jiro, andthe servant led the dogs to a safe corner, out of reach ofpassing servants, and set back from any doors. The animalssat, too poised for relaxation, their eyes restless and hungry.

By now, Incomo's headshakes had drawn notice. Desiounderstood that his eagerness set him at a disadvantage. Ashe sat down, he sniffed with intent to diminish. 'We havefine tracking dogs.'

 

Jiro rebutted him quietly. 'None like these, my Lord.Perhaps when our conference is over I could offer ademonstration ?'

 

Desio brightened. 'Indeed, perhaps you should.' Hesighed in restrained anticipation, then waved for his guest tochoose a cushion. 'Come. Let us be refreshed.' Slaves rushed

in with laden trays of food and drink. Keeping his bearing
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erect and proper, Desio resisted the urge to turn to look atthe dogs, who were offering low, menacing growls toeveryone that passed. At Desio's gesture, Irrilandi withdrewthe Minwanabi honour guard a discreet distance away;Jiro's Strike Leader did the same, and across the vastchamber came more slaves with bowls and towels, to assistboth nobles to wash.

 

One of the dogs whined. Jiro paid it no mind, but dippedhis fingers in the scented water and held them out to bedried. 'You have an impressive home, my Lord. When Iimagine this hall filled with grand entertainment, I deeplyregret that I missed attending the Warlord's birthdaycelebration.'

 

Incomo froze, caught in the motion of sitting down at hismaster's right hand. He looked urgently at Desio, and by thehardness of the Lord's expression, knew that he need nottake action; the reference to the event when Lady Mara hadtrapped the former Minwanabi Lord into dishonour andritual suicide had not escaped his master's notice.

The vast hall was silent. Desio reached out and took aglass of fruit juice from the tray; that he eschewed strongerspirits showed his inner anger. He sipped, pointedly withholdingpermission to eat from his guest. No fascinationwith dogs could ease the Anasati's current danger. Desiowas a powerful Lord, seated within his own hall; the silencewould stretch to eternity before he stooped to ask what thisupstart second son might wish.

 

Jiro let the stillness extend enough to show he was notcowed. With sudden brightness, he said, 'Splendid newsfrom Dustari. Now the desert men and their allies arerouted, the Empire shall enjoy peace on the southern borderfor many years to come.'

 

Desio flicked a glance to his First Adviser, who signalled adiscreet warning. By his reference to allies, Jiro eitherguessed the desert men had acted under Minwanabi
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influence, or else the Anasati had spies as cleverly concealedas Mara's.

 

A dog whined; its attendant whispered frantic reprimand.

The Minwanabi Lord said nothing.

 

'Except for the fabled Acoma luck, this triumph wouldnever have come to pass,'Jiro finished, then proved also thathe could wait.

 

In leisurely fashion, Desio drained his glass. He listened toa few whispered words from his Adviser, then answered infaultless form. 'Any action undertaken in defence of theEmpire is to be applauded. Or do you think otherwise?'

Jiro smiled without warmth. 'The duty of every ruler is toserve the Empire. Naturally.'

 

Conversation faltered to a halt; Incomo's shrewdnessrescued the issue from stalemate. 'I wonder how Tecumaviews Lady Mara's brilliant victory.'

 

Given the cue he had sought for, Jiro gave the skinny oldAdviser a polite nod. 'We Anasati find ourselves bound to adifficult course, since blood relation to Mara's heir forcesadherence to goals that occasionally align with Acomainterests.'

 

'Go on,' Incomo encouraged, with a sidewise glower athis master to recall courtesy and offer refreshments. Desiocomplied with a sulky wave.

 

Jiro accepted a fruit drink, the same variety theMinwanabi Lord had chosen. He took a sip, shook backburnished brown hair, and stared off into the distance.'That such condition should endure is unnatural, of course.'His manner turned disarmingly offhand. 'I share concernfor my nephew, well enough, but let me speak forthrightly.'He delayed for another drink until Desio once again leanedraptly forward on his cushions. Jiro resumed. 'Ayaki's

mother has too few friends to warrant such a dangerouscourse for the Anasati.' He allowed a suggestive pause. 'So ifharm comes to my nephew, I would understand. My father
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is less given to bending with the whims of fate, but mybrother and I see things differently

 

Here Incomo had to touch his master's arm to remind theyoung Lord not to show his interest; but where Mara'sname was at issue, tact was lost on Desio. 'If fate shouldremove a nephew from this life-,

 

Fine crystal clanged and raised echoes as Jiro set down hisglass. The dogs whined in unison, as if they sensed tension inthe air. 'I must correct you,' the Anasati son said coldly. 'Mybrother and I honour our father as dutiful and loving sons.As long as Tecuma lives, his wishes are to be obeyed instantly!'His emphasis word made clear beyond doubt:

Jiro was not dissembling. If his father so ordered, he wouldfight and even die in Mara's defence. 'Bus,' Jiro qualifieddelicately, 'should the woman come to misfortune, and theboy survive, my Lord father need not be bound to reprisal.'

Desio's eyebrows rose. He looked at his guest, and saw inJiro an abiding, bitter anger. A thought struck him, and heleaned toward Incomo. 'He really hates the bitch, do yousee?'

 

The Minwanabi First Adviser gave a fractional nod. 'Apersonal feud, it would appear. Go softly. I would hazardthe boy is here without his father's knowledge.'

Trying to sound disinterested, Desio spoke around amouthful of sweet roll. 'Your ideas are intriguing, but notfeasible. My house has sworn oath to the Red God, that theAcoma bloodline must perish.'

 

Jiro took a slice of cold meat. He did not eat, but fingeredthe morsel thoughtfully. 'I had heard of your vow ofsacrifice. Of course, if Mara were dead, and her natami werebroken and buried, the little heir would be a Lord with noresources.' He tore his titbit in two with his nails. 'Lacking ahouse and loyal warriors, Ayaki would have only hisfather's family to shelter him. Perhaps he would be called toswear loyalty to the name of Anasati.'
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So this was the ploy that had brought Jiro into the houseof an enemy! Desio considered, searching for duplicity in hisguest. 'The boy would swear?'

 

Jiro twisted on his cushions and tossed the meat towardthe dogs. Obedient to command, they did not arise, butsnapped the snack out of the air with a clash of strong jaws.'Ayaki is a boy. He must do as his grandfather and unclesinstruct. As Lord of the Acoma, he can release anyone fromhouse loyalty, including himself. Should he bow to theAnasati natami, Acoma blood would cease to exist. The RedGod must be satisfied.'

 

'That is a bold presumption,' Incomo interjected. Helooked askance at his Lord. 'Perhaps too bold.'

'But enjoyable conjecture, none the less.' Desio arosefrom his cushions. 'This discussion has its merits. Well, Jiro,should the gods look favourably upon the demise of Maraand her house . . . we will hope for the sake of goodwill thatevents transpire as you suggest.'

 

'For friendship's sake,' agreed Jiro, rising also, and takinghis cue to depart. 'For it would be poor judgment for anyhouse, no matter how mighty, to think they could bloodythemselves upon the Acoma and emerge with strengthenough to withstand my father's rage.'

 

Desio's face darkened so swiftly that Incomo almostcould not rise fast enough to touch his master's sleeve. In awhisper he said, 'The point to remember, my Lord, is thatwithout the backing of Tecuma, the Acoma are just anothersmall house. Consider this also: the Lord of the Anasati isaging, and Jiro has taken risks to let you know that hisbrother, the heir, may not share the father's sentiment for anephew born to Mara.'

 

Desio turned toward Jiro, his face composed and smiling.'I will take up your offer to see your dogs hunt, now.' Hestepped down from the dais.

 

The Anasati son repeated his courtier's bow as Desio
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passed. 'As you wish, Lord Desio. For the display, we willneed your practice field, and a dummy dressed in man'sclothing.'

 

Desio's interest sharpened. 'Your beasts course afterhumans?'

 

'You shall see.'Jiro snapped his fingers, and the servantwith the leashed dogs nervously commanded them to heel asDesio led them back out of the hall. 'They are bred fromherd dogs in Yankora. But these I call Mankillers.'

At the first scent of fresh air, the dogs growled andbarked. They strained at their leashes, yellow eyes quick tofollow the movement of any passing- human. Slaves andservants backed away in fright, and the Minwanabi honourguard marched close on the heels of their master, lest sometrickery be in, play.

 

Only Desio and Jiro seemed unfazed by the beasts'ferocity as they reached the wide practice field whereIrrilandi customarily drilled his soldiers. Two slaves weresent across a small gully to dismantle an archery target, andstuff the old robe of a slave with hwaet straw to make adummy. Desio watched, eyes glittering, as his guestexplained how such dangerous beasts should be handled.

'Do you see the gloves and the whistle?'Jiro pointed to theservant who managed the hounds, tugging now at theirrestraint, the muscles under their brindled hides quivering inhigh-strung eagerness.

 

At Desio's nod, Jiro continued. 'The leather has beensoaked in bitch urine. These particular hounds have beentrained to recognize that odour as belonging to their master.These dogs were trained as a gift, so they answer only to thewhistle. Once in the hands of their owner, they will come toknow his personal scent as the smell on the gloves wearsaway, and eventually mind only his voice. The gloves andwhistle allow them to be controlled in the meantime.'

'An admirable system,' Desio observed enviously.
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Jiro did not miss the note of longing. He motionedmagnanimously to the servant. 'Would my host care tocourse the dogs himself?'

 

Desio's face lit. 'I would be honoured, Jiro. And grateful.'

One at a time, the Anasati servant relinquished the gloves.Desio shoved large hands inside, and grasped the leashes.The magnificent dogs now eyed him with expectancy, andtugged against his hold. He laughed in a rush of elation.Recklessly he stroked one brindled head.

 

The dog he fondled flashed him an impatient look, thenresumed watching the men, servants, and soldiers whostood well clear on the practice field. 'Very soon, mybeauties,' Desio soothed. He glanced across the gully, wherethe servants seemed slow in tying the robe to the dummy. Hequivered, just like the hounds.

 

Incomo noted, and felt consternation. Thus had the pastLord, Jingu, appeared, when he pursued unwholesomepleasures. Jiro also saw, and the barest hint of distastemarred his veneer of courtesy.

 

Desio fingered the bone whistle. 'You,' he called to theslaves. 'Don't bother with those stupid targets. Run thatway!' He gestured across the practice field. ~

The slaves hesitated, horror on their sun-browned faces.Then, more afraid of the hanging they would receive if theydared to disobey their master's order, they let fall the robehalf stuffed with straw and sprinted into the open.

They ran as if all the demons of hell were behind them.

A hungry smile curled Desio's lips.

 

With flawless politeness, Jiro finished his instructions.'My Lord, one long blast on the whistle will order the dogs

to hunt. Two short whistles will recall them.'

Desio savoured a moment of soul-deep anticipation. Hefelt the surge of the dogs against his hand, as they strainedand whined to be cut loose. A moment longer he teased
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them, withholding them from their desire. Then he raisedthe whistle and slipped the leashes from their collars.

The dogs bounded forward, dark shadows against sunlitgrass. 'Hunt!' murmured Desio. 'Hunt until your heartsburst.'

 

The hounds surged across the ground, reaching full stridewithin seconds. Their tails streamed on the wind, and theirsavage baying echoed off the hills. They ate up the distancethat separated their fleeing prey in long, elastic strides. Theslaves flashed terrified glances over their shoulders, andsuddenly the dogs were upon them.

 

Wind brought back a human scream as the lead houndsprang stifflegged upon the trailing man's back. He pitchedforward, flailing desperately, but jaws closed on the nape ofhis neck. The cries ceased but only for an instant. The otherhound overtook the leader, ripped out a hamstring, and theslave went down with a shriek. A chorus of harrowing wailsand snarls rang across the practice field. Desio licked hislips. He watched the thrashing victim with wide, fascinatedeyes, and laughed at his feeble attempt to save himself. Thedogs were clever and swift. They darted and circled, tearingexposed flesh, then dodging as swiftly away.

 

'A man armed with a knife would not easily escape them,'Jiro observed. 'They were trained to kill carefully.'

Desio sighed. 'Magnificent, truly magnificent.' Hesavoured every moment of the carnage, until the struggles ofthe slaves subsided, and the hounds closed in for a firm grip.One tore its victim's throat out, and the last cry died away.Into uncomfortable stillness, Desio said,'Like the legendarybattle hounds in the sagas.'

 

Jiro shrugged. 'Perhaps. The wardogs of legend mighthave been akin to these.' As if he were bored by the topic, hebowed to Desio. 'Since they please you, keep them as my gift*to you, Lord of the Minwanabi. Hunt them, and as they kill

:,

.

 

374

 

at your command, think kindly on our afternoon'sdiscussion.'

 

Flushed with delight, Desio returned the bow. 'Yourgenerosity enriches me, Jiro.' Softly he added, 'More thanyou will know.'

 

Jiro could not match his host's enjoyment; but the Lord ofthe Minwanabi barely noticed, absorbed as he was by thehounds' bloodthirsty feasting. 'Allow me to provide youand your men with quarters,' he murmured. 'We will dineand I shall see your every need is met.'

 

'I regret to decline your kindness,' Jiro returned, almostquickly. 'But I am expected downriver to sup with a tradefactor of my father's.'

 

'Another time, then.' Desio whistled twice, and the dogsceased worrying the mangled corpses. The beasts stoodalert, scarlet, dripping muzzles trained toward their newmaster. Desio blew another shrill pair of blasts. As thebeasts raced obediently toward him, he thought of Mara,and long white fangs rending her hated flesh. Then helaughed aloud. Unmindful of soiling his robes, he pattedeach square head before slipping the leashes on the collars.'Wonderful,' he observed to the silent ranks of his honourguard, and the stiff-faced presence of his First Adviser. 'Aworthy gift for one of my lineage.' Gripping the slightlylarger dog's muzzle, he said, 'You I shall call Slayer.'Stroking the other dog on its smeared nose, he added, 'Andyou shall henceforward be Slaughter.'

 

The hounds whined and meekly settled at his feet. Desioraised blue eyes to the guest he had all but forgotten. 'Yourgenerosity is unparalleled, Jiro. I must see that your visitwith us results in a fruitful reward.'

 

The shadows of the hills had lengthened. Regretfully,

Desio whistled his new pets to heel. His gaze never left them,the entire distance back to the docks, and he sighed withregret when the crate was unloaded, and the dogs securely
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locked inside for transfer to the Minwanabi kennels. Jirotook his leave and boarded his barge, and his polemensculled him out across waters deepening with the approachof sunset.

 

Desio stripped off the stinking gloves, and gestured forIncomo to accompany him to his quarters. 'I wish a hotbath.'

 

The First Adviser restrained a curl of his lip. His masterreeked of the urine that soaked the gloves, and his sandalshad been spattered by the dogs. Drenched in perspiration,and talking excitedly, Desio glowed as if with a lust for sex.Incomo realized he hadn't seen the master so aroused sinceJingu had ordered slave girls whipped for his amusement.

'Those dogs are . . . unusual,' the First Adviser ventured.

Desio said, 'More than that. They are a reflection ofmyself. Unrelenting, unmerciful, bringing pain and destructionto enemies. They are Minwanabi dogs.'

 

Incomo hid consternation as he followed on his master'sheels into the estate house. Desio clapped for his bathattendants, then added, 'I know Jiro has his own reasons fortempting me to betray my oath to Turakamu, but whateverthey may be, he has gained my favour with Slayer andSlaughter.'

 

Incomo managed a magnanimous tilt of his head. 'I am;sure my master will be cautious of unreasonable . . . ah,

requests.'

 

Sensing buried disapproval, Desio scowled. 'Leave me.Return to the great hall when dinner is served.'

Thin fingers clasped at his belt, Incomo bowed low anddeparted from a bath chamber that suddenly seemedcrowded with steam and scented slave girls. As his slipperedfeet whispered down the corridors, he ruminated sadly on ~Tasaio's loss of favour. No stranger to Minwanabi excesses, 5`Incomo knew by his sour stomach that the day's bloodletting had struck a responsive chord in Desio. The master was :`

~ _
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acting more the bold Lord with each passing day; but if hisfuture choices followed his taste for the hounds, Incomo feltMinwanabi fortunes would not be better for it. UndeniablyJingu's excesses had brought the House to the brink ofdisaster. Sighing at the trials forced upon mortals by thewhims of gods and capricious masters, Lord Desio's FirstAdviser retired to his quarters. He stretched on his cushionsto nap, but the bloodthirsty baying of hounds marred hisrest and his dreams.
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Celebration

 

The boy screamed.

 

Kevin yelled back as he dodged away between flowerbeds. Ayaki gave chase, shouting Acoma battle cries in aboyish imitation of bloodlust. At times he became toointense, and Kevin would reverse course, capture the boy inhis arms, and tickle him. Then Ayaki would shriek in delightand fill the garden with his laughter.

 

Mara allowed herself pleasure at the sight of their play.Kevin was often a mystery to her, despite their years ofintimacy, but one thing she knew: without doubt the manwas devoted to her son. His companionship was good forAyaki; approaching seven years of age, the boy had atendency toward brooding, intensified during his mother'slengthy absence. But Ayaki could not lapse into dark moodswith the Midkemian near. For as if he sensed the onset of theboy's troubled thoughts, Kevin was instantly diverting himwith a fanciful story or riddle, a game or physical contest.Through the months since her return from Tsubar, Ayakibecame more the boy Mara remembered. She reflected withwistfulness that Kevin could not have shown more affectionhad he been the child's father. Putting aside daydreams, shereturned her attention to the document with its weightyseals and ribbons.

 

Motionless in the shade before her, Arakasi awaited hismistress's response. Finally Mara said, 'Must we go?'

Arakasi stayed quiet as the leaves in the still air as heanswered. 'Imperial peace will be enforced, so no overtthreat can be mounted.'

 

Overt,' she said. 'That is scant reassurance against
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Minwanabi plotting. Need I remind you the first attemptupon my life was by an assassin of the Red Hands of theFlower Brotherhood in my own contemplation glade?'

The event had occurred before Arakasi's service, yet heknew the story well. He inclined his head. 'Mistress, there isa good chance Desio will behave. Your standing in thecouncil is the highest in memo", higher than your father's,if truth be told. And our remaining agents in the Minwanabihouse have sent us word that Jiro of the Anasati visited withDesio not two weeks ago.'

 

Mara raised her eyebrows. 'Go on.'

 

Dapples of sunlight slid across Arakasi's face as he sippedat a cup of fruit juice. 'Our agents were unable to overhearthem directly, but after Jiro departed, Desio raged for anentire day, complaining bitterly that he would not bedictated to in his own house by a rival family. From this wemight surmise that Tecuma of the Anasati has sent his son towarn against precipitate actions against his grandson.'

Mara glanced at Ayaki, shrieking his enthusiasm as heleaped upon the now prone Kevin. 'Perhaps. Though I find itdifficult to believe Tecuma would send his second son. Jiro'shatred of me is no secret.'

 

Arakasi shrugged. 'Possibly Tecuma sent his son toemphasize his serious intentions.'

 

The flowers' perfume suddenly seemed oppressive.'Emphasize to whom?' Mara said. 'Desio or Jiro?'

Arakasi showed a faint smile. 'Perhaps both.'

 

Mara shifted on her cushions. 'I would like to know forcertain before I risk a trip to the Holy City.'

Her restlessness signalled decision, intuitively grasped byArakasi. 'Mistress, I think I had best be present when youattend this celebration to honour the Light of Heaven. For

reasons that elude my network, the Blue Wheel Party'ssudden reversal of loyalty has vaulted the Warlord into analmost unassailable position. Almecho can dictate to the
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council now, and should Ichindar break tradition - asgossip says he might - and attend the games in person . ..'

 

Excited that his assessment matched hers, Maranodded. 'The Emperor's appearance would endorseAlmecho's acts, effectively undermining the High Councilfor the span of this Warlord's rule.'

 

In a rapport that only deepened with time's passage,mistress and Spy Master contemplated possible

ramifications Much would occur in Kentosani besidesgames and celebrations. Those families who seized theinitiative would not hang back at home. The Warlordmight become dictator for life, but he could not liveforever. Sooner or later the Great Game would resume.

Arakasi tensed as the patches of sunlight on his kneesfell into sudden shadow. Kevin's approach had goneunnoticed until he stood, holding Ayaki on his shoulders,looming over the mat where Mara held her conference.

'My Lady,' the Midkemian said formally, 'the heir toyour title is hungry.'

 

Gladdened by the distraction, Mara smiled. To Arakasishe said, 'Speak with Nacoya and Keyoke and makeready to leave tomorrow. You shall travel to Kentosaniwith the servants and slaves sent ahead to prepare ourcity house and our apartment in the Imperial Palace.Confirm all the resident staff's loyalty. We dare notassume all plotting will be directed at the Warlord.'

Well satisfied with his assignment, Arakasi rose, madehis bow, and departed. When the Lady still lingered inserious thought, Kevin broke her abstracted mood. 'Arewe going somewhere?'

 

Mara met his blue eyes with a look too deep tointerpret. 'The Warlord has announced a major

celebration to honour the Emperor. We leave for the HolyCity next week.'

 

Her news was met with equanimity, even by the

volatile Ayaki. In the months since her return fromDustari, life had

 

settled back to routine; Mara had acceded to Kevin'swish to ease the Midkemians' lot; and with better foodand housing, new blankets, and a lighter work schedule,Patrick's impatience had subsided. But the schismremained between Kevin and his fellow countrymen;pretending otherwise would not heal it. While escape wasnot mentioned, freedom was never far from the othercaptives' thoughts; they might not press, but they knewthat Kevin visited only out of duty. He would never jointhem as long as he shared Mara's bed.

 

Ayaki kicked at his mount. Jarred from uncomfortablereflection, Kevin gave a feigned cry of pain. 'Someone ishungry. I think I had best hurry the young Lord to thekitchen so he may plunder the larder.'

 

Mara laughed and gave leave. Kevin reached up,grappled Ayaki by the wrists, and swung him down to hisfeet, then swatted him on the backside. The future Lordof the Acoma shouted another battle cry and chargedtoward the shade of the estate house. As Kevin racedafter with no more sense of decorum, the Lady of theAcoma shook her head. 'Nacoya hates it when those twoeat in the kitchen,' she said to no one.

 

The birds in the treetops returned to their interruptedsong. Mara let her mind wander. Weary of the pressuresof leadership, she had lately given thought to revivingHokanu's interest. The Shinzawai had shored up their

weakened stock in the council by rejoining Almecho'sAlliance for War, making a Shinzawai-Acoma union yetmore desirable. The radicals in the Party for Progressmade enough noise about social change in the council forthe Blue Wheel Party's errant behaviour to pass withoutcomment, but Mara sensed something larger was afoot.At the least, she could use the excuse to probe Hokanufor information.

 

Bothered that her interest should shift so quickly fromromance to politics, Mara sighed.
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'My Lady?' Nacoya appeared in the doorway, regardingher mistress with concern. 'Is something amiss?'

Mara waved the old woman to the mat Arakasi hadvacated. 'I grow . . . tired, Nacoya.'

 

Slowly, painful with her years, Nacoya knelt. Therampages of Ayaki and Kevin were forgotten as she tookMara's fingers in her own, grown daily more gnarled withinfirmity. 'Daughter, what weighs down your heart so?'

Mara pulled away from Nacoya's hold. As one of-her everpresent servants arrived to remove Arakasi's refreshmenttray, she took a dried bread crust and tossed it into the path.Two small birds swooped down to peck after the crumbs.'Just this moment I was considering paying court to the Lordof the Shinzawai, for Hokanu, thinking a consort might easemy burdens. But then I found myself wanting to take theexcuse to wrest information on the affairs of the Blue WheelParty. This saddens me, Nacoya, because Hokanu is too finea man to be used so.'

 

Acting more as nurse than as First Adviser, Nacoyanodded her understanding. 'Your heart has no room forromance, daughter. For good or ill, Kevin holds all youraffections.'

 

Mara bit her lip, while the birds stabbed and scrapped forthe last bit of bread. For years her household had keptsilence before the obvious: that her love for the barbarianslave was more than a woman's need for a man's arms tocomfort her against loneliness. Dutiful to a fault, Nacoyahad not broached a-subject the mistress had forbidden to her- no matter how often she might ignore Mara's wishesabout trivial concerns. But since Mara had matured enoughto question her own course, the elderly woman spokeplainly. 'Daughter, I warned you the first night thebarbarian slave came to your bed. That is as it has beenNothing can change what has occurred. Now you must faceyour responsibility.'
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Mara bridled, and the small birds spread nervous wingsand flew. 'Do I not spend my life protecting what shall beAyaki's someday?'

 

Her eyes on the abandoned bread crust, Nacoya said,'Your father would glow with pride to know you haveprevailed against his enemies. But your days are not yourown. You are the life of House Acoma. No matter how greatyour desire, daughter, you must rule first and find yourhappiness second.'

 

Mara nodded, her face an emotionless mask. 'I havemoments . . .'

 

Nacoya recaptured Mara's hand. 'Moments that nonewho loves you begrudges, daughter. But the time will comewhen you must seek a firm alliance, if not with Hokanu ofthe Shinzawai, then with another noble's son. This newconsort must father a child, to seal the alliance between ourhouse and his. As Ruling Lady, you may ask to your bedwhoever pleases you, and none may say no, but only afteryou bear a child to your husband. Before that, there must beno question who the father is. None. For that child must beas a bridge of stone across a deep chasm.' j

 

'I know.' Mara sighed. 'But until that time I shallpretend. . .' She left the thought unfinished.

When Nacoya made no move to leave, Mara forced asideher melancholy. 'You have news?'

 

The former nurse scowled to hide a smile of pride. 'Thevisiting emissary of Lord Keda is at the end of his wits andpatience. He will press for a settlement this afternoon. Youwill need to eat, and see to your appearance, for Jican hasused up excuses. The time has come for you to take charge ofnegotiations.'

 

Mara summoned up an impish grin. 'The desperate and

vexing matter of grain warehouses. I had not forgotten.' Sherose, offered a hand to the elder woman to ease her back to
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her feet, then made her way to her quarters, where maidsawaited with an exhaustive array of formal robes.

Two hours later, with the hair at her temples pulledpainfully taut by the weight of the pins that secured herheadpiece, Mara entered the great hall of the Acoma.Awaiting her, looking hot, stood the dignitary who hadspent most of two frustrating days in contention with herhadonra. Equally bothered, and near to bristling withnerves, Jican arose to announce her.

'

My Lady of the Acoma,' he called to the visitor, whoswivelled around and regarded her down a beaked nosewith the stuffiness of a clerk. Behind him, but less quick tostifle expressions of irritation, a rumpled-looking contingentof scribes and trade factors shoved to their feet andoffered bows.

 

Mara waited until their senior had performed theobeisance due her station before she advanced to her dais.All eyes marked her progress, and the tap of Keyoke's crutchas he followed on her heels made a counterpoint to the creakof Lujan's armour.

 

His sulkiness buried under silken tones, for his master'sfamily was one of the Great Five and above Mara's instation, the tall emissary offered his respects. 'Are you well,Lady of the Acoma?'

 

Cautious of her elaborately piled hair, Mara tipped herhead. 'I am well, First Adviser Hantigo. Is your master, LordKeda, well?'

 

The Keda emissary responded stiffly to her courtesy. 'Ican say he was, when last I saw him.'

 

Mara took care not to smile in the face of the man's veiledbitterness. Distantly related to the Shinzawai, his masterwas a powerful man, not only above her in family standing,but Warchief of Clan Kanazawai. Lord Keda's was not ahouse she cared to offend, though at her instruction Jican

had spent the last day and a half balking the man's FirstAdviser.

 

Settled on her cushions, her robes arranged in layers likeflower petals, Mara gestured leave to her advisers and theKeda's emissaries to be seated. She opened promptly, as ifher hadonra had not done his best to stall through the daysof negotiation. 'Nacoya tells me we are close to anunderstanding.'

 

The Keda First Adviser maintained his impeccablemanners, but his tone left no doubt as to his mood. 'Withdue respect to your most esteemed First Adviser, LadyMara, the matter is far from settled.'

 

Mara raised her eyebrows. 'Really? What more is there todiscuss ?'

 

The Keda First Adviser smoothed irritation with the skillof a seasoned politician. 'We require access to the docks inSilmani, Sulan-Qu, and Jamar, Lady. Apparently yourfactors have purchased so much of the available warehousespace that you hold, in effect, a monopoly.'

 

Soured by sarcasm, one of the lesser factory broke in.'Given the lack of visible Acoma commerce in these areas, Iwould hesitate to suggest you had anticipated Keda needsand sought to frustrate them. We remind that the season isshort. Time compels us to arrange an accommodation tostore our goods upon the river docks. The commerce ofHouse Keda must not suffer a detrimental interruption.'

Lest the angry clerk reveal too much, the Keda FirstAdviser took matters back in hand. 'My master has orderedme to make inquiry into your requirements and bargain forpurchase of your contracts for warehouse leases in the threecities mentioned. After two days of talk, we are unclearexactly what price you demand.'

 

A movement in the shadows at the far corner of the halldrew Mara's eye; unobtrusive, silent as always, Arakasientered. He saw at once that his mistress had noticed him,

385

 

and gave her a clear signal to proceed with the matter athand. Mara concealed her satisfaction over the Spy Master'sefficiency and looked pointedly at the Keda First Adviser.'Hantigo, Acoma plans for those facilities are Acomabusiness. Suffice it to say that we will be relinquishingadvantage in the fall markets next year if we do not retainour current contracts.'

 

'My Lady, if I may presume,' the Keda First Adviser saidwith the faintest hint of acerbity. 'Next fall's markets are oflittle concern to Keda interests. It is this spring that our grainmust be upon the river at flood. When our factor at Jamarwas ignored by your own, we made efforts to negotiaterights to sublet the warehouses.' He cleared his throat andforced himself not to sound patronizing; this was not acapricious girl he confronted but a proven player of thegame. 'Because it is not common for a Ruling Lady to beconcerned with minor matters of trade, we were slow tobring the matter to your attention, but, my Lady, the daysthat remain now are crucial.'

 

'For the Keda,' interjected Mara. Arakasi's intelligencehad hinted that Keda spring crops were sitting in granariesupon farms upriver, awaiting word that dockside storagewas available. When the spring floods began, the grainneeded to be close at hand for transport by boats and bargesdownriver to the markets at the Holy City, Sulan-Qu, andJamar. The dry winters of lowland Kelewan were the onlyseason when travel on the Gagajin - the heartline ofcommerce in the Empire - was restricted. While smallercraft could negotiate the shoals during winter, deep-draughtbarges laden with cargo could not pass the shallowsbetween Sulan-Qu and Jamar. Only when the spring snowmelt from the mountainous High Wall swelled the waterscould heavy cargo make passage. Mara had tried to tie upthe dock space at Kentosani, the Holy City, as well, but hadfailed, owing to imperial edict - no one could commandeer
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the warehouses under long contracts, against the possibilityof imperial need.

 

Yet even with this setback, Mara had established a barrierto an opponent's trade, but in such a way that no overt act orthreat was ever made. That Lord Keda sent his First Adviserto another house as negotiator proved her impulsive plothad touched a weakness; the dilemma concerning the grainimpasse was a matter of critical urgency.

 

Mara feigned consternation. 'Well then, if my advisershave not been clear, let me set the terms.' She paused, asthough counting on her fingers, then said, 'We shall grantyou full rights to our warehouses in Silmani, withoutrestriction, from this day to the day after your crops leavefor the south. And equal access to warehouses in all yoursouthern market cities, again without restriction, until youhave sold the last of this year's crops, but no longer thanuntil the first day of summer.'

 

The First Adviser of the Keda sat motionless, no expressionon his face, but his weary manner turned avid as hewaited to hear the price.

 

Almost, Mara regretted to disappoint him. 'In exchange,your Lord must grant to me the promise of a vote in thecouncil, to be cast as I require, without reservation orquestion.'

 

In violation of protocol, the Keda First Adviser blurted,'Impossible!'

 

Mara returned only silence. On cue, Nacoya said, 'FirstAdviser! You forget yourself!'

 

Stung to shame, Hantigo flushed and fought to recoverpoise. 'I beg the Lady's forgiveness.' Coldly he narrowed hiseyes. 'Nevertheless, I would be less than faithful to my Lordshould I answer this request in any way save no.'

Aware that Lujan was smothering an ill-timed smile, andthat Arakasi watched her in appreciation from his vantage

at the rear of the hall, Mara managed her part to perfection.'That is our price.'

 

The clerks and factors looked miffed, and Hantigo's flushreceded to a pallor that left him trembling. 'Lady, you asktoo much.'

 

'You could hire wagons and drive the grain to thesouthern markets,' whispered a mortified factor. Hantigoglowered and answered through clenched teeth. 'Had thatbeen a feasible option, I should never have left the shade ofmy master's estates. The margin we had for alternatives hasbeen wasted, and even should our wagons depart this hour,the grain would arrive too late to catch the market at peak.We would be forced to take whatever price the brokersoffered.'

 

Hantigo faced Mara, his features a bland mask. 'Kedahonour has no price.'

 

But Arakasi had disclosed that this year the Lord of theKeda was overextended. If pride was paramount to him, hecould sell the grain at a loss and wait for another year torecoup. Yet Mara sensed that to force him to such a passwould be dangerous, perhaps even earn his enmity. Shesmiled, and warmth seemed to radiate from her. 'FirstAdviser Hantigo, you mistake me. I intend no disrespecttoward Andero of the Keda. Allow me to pledge before thesewitnesses that I shall ask your master to support me only in amatter that holds significance to House Acoma. I willpromise further that no vote shall be demanded that canadversely reflect upon the honour of House Keda. Nodemand of mine would call for military aid to the Acoma, orattack upon a third party, or any other act that wouldrequire Keda property or wealth to be placed at risk. Imerely seek sureties to block any future attempts todisadvantage me in the High Council. Surely you recall thedifficulty the imperial call to muster on the border imposedupon my house?'
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Hantigo rubbed dampness from his temples, reluctant toconcede her point. Minwanabi's plotting had certainlyinconvenienced Acoma fortunes for three years; the house'sentry into the silk trade had been nearly ruined by that oneaction alone. But if the First Adviser sympathized, he couldnot grant Mara's terms without leave from his master; thetransfer of a vote in the High Council was not a concessionto be granted by an emissary. Regretfully, Hantigo said,'Even with such assurances, I doubt my master will acceptyour terms.'

 

That the man had ceased protesting impossibilities wassignificant. Confident of victory, and knowing Andero ofthe Keda for a man of steadfast integrity, Mara concludedthe interview. 'Then you had best fly to your master andapprise him of my offer. We shall await his decision withinterest. Tell him that we leave for the celebration atKentosani within a week. Here, or in the Holy City, let himknow I will be at his disposal'- she gave a precise smile -'tohear his reply.'

 

The First Adviser of the Keda rose and bowed, hisdisappointment masterfully hidden. Attended by his troopof scribes and factors, he departed from the hall with

.. . .

 

a~gmty.

 

Mara dispatched Jican to attend the Keda First Adviser'sdeparture. Then she waited a prudent interval and motionedArakasi to her side. 'Shall we count upon a Keda vote in thecouncil ?'

 

Her Spy Master turned a look as keen as a killwing'sthrough the doorway the emissary had just vacated. 'Isuspect the Lord may relent, but you will have to providehim with sureties. Lord Keda is firm in his role of ClanWarchief. He'll do nothing to compromise house orKanazawai interests, and most particularly he would notbecome embroiled in any conflict with the Minwanabi.'

Lujan took a step away, toward the door and his awaiting
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"ULICS, our ot~served, 'Still, even if they're publicly in the]Jade Eye Party, the Keda have many relatives involved withthe Blue Wheel Party. If they're as deep into the Game of theCouncil as that suggests, perhaps giving Desio only onemore reason to hate them won't matter very much?'

A faint smile was all that remark earned from Mara.Worn by the aftermath of a trying afternoon, she tugged outan itching hairpin. 'We've done all we can without riskinginsult.' She turned the pin over in her hands, watching the ~light flash and sparkle in the small bead at the end. 'I don't :]enjoy twisting the tail of a Clan Warchief, but I'll need all thesupport I can garner to thwart Minwanabi in the High iCouncil. Our house cannot afford a repetition of our neardisasterin Tsubar.'

 

Mara pulled out another hairpin, then motioned for aservant to remove her headpiece. Dark locks cascaded downher back, making her more comfortable, but hotter. 'Wheredoes that leave us now?'

 

Nacoya furrowed her brow, then snapped fingers for amaid to attend to her mistress's loose hair. 'If every promise ~made to you is kept, you could sway close to one third of the 'High Council.'

 

Weighing the odds as he had once done on the battlefield,Keyoke added, 'I would wager some will dishonour their

vow, given adverse circumstances, my Lady.' :~!

But the game was never assured; Mara had learned thepitfalls of Tsurani politics at a very tender age. While the ~,fingers of her servant worked her hair into a comfortablebraid, she hugged her elbows against her chest and rested ~her chin on her fists. 'But if the Clan Warchief of the ~;Kanazawai were to yield me his vote, others who might be ~s.mchned to waver would follow the stronger man's lead.' ~

Unspoken beneath her conjecture was the fear that she ~`had gone too far and goaded House Keda into enmity; ifLord Andero took offence, not even the fact that the Acoma
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and he both held to the Jade Eye Party would prevent a moinretaliation .

 

But uncertaintieS did not make for greatness. As the maidfinished off her braid with a velvet tie, Mara asked for

lighter, plainer robe, then regarded her circle of adviser:'We have much to do in preparation for the journey.' aglance at the window showed several hours of daylight stillremained. 'Lujan, please assemble an escort. Ayaki and thenatami must be secured against attack during our absenceand a shipment of our silk bales must be sent to thosewarehouses' so the Keda have no cause to complain that wemonopolized the space to disadvantage them. For that 1must make arrangements with the cho-ja Queen beforenightfall.'

 

Like a patrol crossing an enemy border, the Acoma enteredthe Holy City. From the lofty warehouses by the riverside tothe grand avenueS between courtyards, Kentosani wasbedecked like a bride before her wedding. Freshly paintedwalls, garlands of flowers, and coloured bunting made eachstreet a joyous vista. Older than Sulan-Qu, and reflectingoverlappping centuries of tastes and architecture, the citywas the most impressive within the Empire. Multi-tieredstone buildings crowded against carved and paintedbalconies; lamp posts of cleverly fashioned wood andceramic rose above boxes of flowers lining the avenues.Everywhere Kevin looked, he was stunned by beauty andstark ugliness in contrast. The scent of temple incensemingled with an underlying miasma of river sewage. Squalidbeggars licensed by the Imperial Government sat in rows,open sores and missing limbs displayed to the passingthrong- not a few balanced upon crutches while restingnaked backs against a mural painted by a master artist.Filthy bands of street urchins shouted and craned necks to catchsight of a great Lady, while Mara's vigilant guard kept
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them back with shields and spear shafts. Town

matrons carrying baskets on yoke poles jeered andpointed at the great barbarian slave who towered over therest of her retinue, and whose red-gold hair drewadmiring eyes.

 

The knots of merchants avoided by running couriers,processions of priests in their cowled robes and beadedsashes hung with relics, darting house messengers, andcity guards in sparkling imperial white lent an atmosphereof bustling prosperity. But Kevin was soldier enough tonotice alert eyes peering from men hanging back inshadowed corners; whether they belonged to spies,informants, or rumourmongerS who sold news for shellcoins, the Acoma guards took no chances. Alert scoutschecked into every doorway and alley they passed, whileLujan kept his warriors poised to attack at the slightesthint of threat. Imperial peace was a promise of retributionagainst whoever broke it, not a guarantee for the unwary

Still, for all the underlying intrigue, the crossing of thetrade quarter was spectacular. Only one member of theAcoma retinue was not occasionally drawn by thesplendour; forced to ride a litter like a courtier, Keyokesat impassive as a carved stone icon, no expression onhis face.

 

Mara's cortege passed into the temple plaza, a giantsquare that served as focal point for twenty vast buildings,raised to praise Tsurani gods and house the priests of theirseparate orders. Archways inlaid with shell flashed in thesunlight, set off by lacquered tiles, precious marbles, andpillars of malachite and onyx. At the centre of the plaza agreat bonfire burned, surrounded by incense pots andaltars heaped high with bowls of offerings. Kevin walkedwith difficulty, torn between staring at the splendours ofan ancient and ahen culture, and watching his feet forpaving worn treacherously uneven.

 

Mara's town house was situated off a quiet residentialcourt, shadowed by the flowering trees that lined the
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avenue. The front stood enclosed by an opulently tiledwall, above which rose its many-tiered roof, adorned ateach gable with carved shatra birds. The wide,semicircular wooden portals at the entry were shaded byan arbour of purple vines that grew on trellises cut fromthousands of giant seashells. The effect was designed toimpress. Like many older families of the Empire, theAcoma owned quarters convenient to the heart ofKentosani and the halls of the imperial seat. Years mightpass between visits, but the stately, centuries-old houseswere always maintained against the need to reside in thecity for weeks at a time. Each family in the High Councilwas allotted a tiny apartment within the Imperial Palace,but for comfort and the advantages of private

entertaining, most rulers preferred the freedom andspaciousness of their less formal accommodation outsidethe inner city.

 

At the outer door to the Acoma town house, Jicanawaited, accompanied by a servant in house livery. AsMara's retinue halted before the dooryard, the hadonrabowed. 'All is in readiness for your arrival, my Lady.'Then he gestured, and on cue the gates swung wide.

Mara's bearers bore their mistress inside, and as Jicanand his attendant fell in behind, Kevin realized withsurprise that the man in the servant's robe was Arakasi.Under cover of the arbour, shielded by the steps ofmarching soldiers as the honour guard squeezed throughthe entry, the Spy Master leaned near to Mara's litter.

Only Kevin walked near enough to note that wordswere exchanged between them. Then the retinue wasfully into the courtyard within the walls, and the gatesswung closed and barred. Kevin offered Mara his handand noticed as he helped her from her cushions that shewas forcing herself not to frown.

 

'What's in pray?' he asked. 'Did Arakasi bring badnews?'

 

Mara flashed him a warning glance. 'Not here,' she
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murmured, pointedly appearing to inspect the tiny gardenthat helped damp the street noise from the house. 'Everythingappears in order, Jican.'

 

Kevin remained puzzled by his mistress's reticence untilArakasi nodded slightly toward the overhanging galleries ofthe home across the way. Watchers might lurk in theshadows there, and belatedly the Midkemian recalled thatspies in this world included particularly sharp-eyedindividuals trained to read lips. Mollified, he kept the properone step behind his mistress as she entered her town house.

The inner hall smelled of waxed wood, spices, and oldhangings; antique furnishings lay everywhere Kevin looked,lovingly polished by generations of servants. The residencein Kentosani was older than the estate home near Sulan-Qu.Most of the screens on the street side were overhung withpatterned silk, but the inward wall opened into a centralcourtyard, green-tinged by the shade of ancient trees.Cramped stairs with balustrades carved with mythicalbeasts, worn nearly smooth by hands resting upon them,ascended through lofty ceilings. As if the building had oncebeen a walled compound, the ground-level walls were stone,with the upper three storeys of wooden frame and clothwalls. Kevin stared in amazement, for the building was likenone he had seen on either side of the rift. While tinycompared to the Acoma estate house, Mara's town housewas as large as a Kingdom inn. Massive beams andstonework were cleverly constructed, forming a dwellingthat felt open and airy.

 

Balconies crammed with potted flowers overlooked theinner garden, with its fish pools and fountain, and onegnarled head gardener who brandished his rake at twoslaves who scrubbed moss from tiled pathways. To no onein particular, Kevin said, 'A man could get used to this.'

A jab from behind reminded him of his station. He lookedaround, and down, into the irascible countenance of

394

 

Nacoya, who clutched her walking stick at an angle that stillmeant business. 'Your mistress calls for her bath,barbarian.'

 

Belatedly Kevin noticed that the ground floor wassuddenly emptier and servants were rushing up the stair.Arakasi did not seem to be among them.

 

Poked again, and this time in a place that mattered sorely,Kevin said, 'All right, little grandmother. I'm going.' Withan insolent smile, he hurried along.

 

Mara was already in her chambers, several strange maidsbusied with her undressing. Two other servants, neither oneArakasi, poured ceramic cauldrons of steaming water into awooden tub. As Mara stood naked, her servant pinning herhair up, Kevin moved forward and tested the watertemperature to ensure her comfort. At his nod, the servantsdeparted.

 

Mara dismissed the maids, then mounted a small riser andgracefully stepped into the bath. She settled into thesoothing warmth, eyes closed as Kevin began applyingscented soap to her cheeks. Softly she said, 'That feelswonderful.'

 

But the bothered expression did not ease from her face.

'What did Arakasi say?' Kevin asked as he massagedgently and removed the road dust from his beloved's face.He laid his hands upon her shoulders as she bent to rinse offsuds, her tension still apparent.

 

Mara sighed and blew droplets off her nose. 'A clanmeeting has been called for this afternoon. Someone tookcare to see that the notice never quite reached me. Sometimetonight an apologetic messenger will give us word upon hisreturn from our estates, I am sure.'

 

Kevin retrieved the soap and resumed his washing. Hisfingers kneaded the nape of her neck, but she gave no sign ofpleasure. Kevin guessed she thought upon that long-past

visit from Jiro of the Anasati, when he had warned that
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factions within the Hadama Clan were alarmed at theAcoma's sudden rise. The victory treaty with Tsubar couldonly have inflamed existing jealousies. And worse:immediately before their departure for the Holy City,Arakasi's spies had sent news that young Jiro had paid a callupon Lord Desio.

 

This missed message might be connected to both events.The politics of Kelewan were endless, and deadlydangerous. Unwilling to dwell too long on Tsurani intrigue,Kevin pressed Mara forward and began sluicing her back.'My Lady, mixed messages and clan rivalries will still bethere after your bath. Unless you want to confront yourkinfolk covered in road dirt?'

 

He startled an outraged laugh from her. 'Beast. I'mcertainly no dirtier than you, who walked the entire way inthe open.'

 

Playfully Kevin ran a finger over his face and held it out asif inspecting it. 'Hmmm. Yes, I do seem to be darker thanwhen we began the journey.'

 

The soft cake of soap he held was unguarded, and Maragouged out a dollop and seized the moment to deposit it onher lover's nose. 'Then you had best wash your own body aswell.'

 

Kevin looked around in feigned regret. 'I don't seeservants at hand to scrub my back, my Lady.'

 

Mara grabbed a sponge and drenched his face with water.'Get in here, you foolish man.'

 

Grinning widely, Kevin dropped the soap, stripped off hisrobes, and climbed into the tub. He settled in behind Maraand cradled her close, his fingers roaming over her body.Her skin quivered under his attentions. She whispered, 'Ithought you were going to wash off road dirt.'

His hands slipped under the water, still touching. 'No onesaid washing had to be unpleasant.'

 

She turned in the circle of his arms, then stretched up and
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kissed her barbarian slave. Soon the worries of clan rivalrieswere forgotten as she lost herself in the pleasures of his love.

Robed in formal colours, Mara waved for her bearers topause before the Council Hall entrance. Surrounded by hertightly clustered bodyguard, and attended by a withered oldserving maid, she endured several last-minute adjustmentsto her costume while Lujan and an honour company of fivewarriors waited to precede her into the chamber. Kevinstood behind her open litter. Unable to see past her toweringjewelled headpiece to gain a view of the chamber, he settledwith staring at the antechamber, its splendour unmatchedby anything he had seen in his life. The building that housedthe High Council was among the more imposing inKentosani. The council occupied a complex larger than theentire Acoma estate house, with corridors lofty as caverns,each arch and doorway carved with fantastic creatures thatearlier generations intended to repel evil influence. Thegargoyles remained long after the names of the spirits hadbeen forgotten, their fearsome countenances ignored bythose who enjoyed their protection. The floors and ceilingswere elaborately patterned, every inch of wall space paintedwith historical murals. Many of them showed warriorswearing Xacatecas and Minwanabi colours; sometimes herecognized a contingent in Acoma green. Newly appreciativeof the Empire's grand traditions, Kevin felt a stranger tohis own culture.

 

This small city unto itself, with its own entrances andconference chambers independent of the palace proper, wasguarded by companies of soldiers levied from all of thehouses of the council members. The corridors were linedwith armoured warriors in a hundred different colourcombinations. Each company was pledged to preserve thepeace, taking no sides should disputes lead to violence;

however, every Lord ensured this vow was never put to the

test, for Tsurani honour held house loyalty above anyabstract concept of fair play.

 

Kevin lost count of badges and colours long beforereaching the anteroom. When he had faced Tsurani in theRiftwar, the armies were homogeneous, with perhaps twoor three different houses marching under a combinedcommand. But in this antechamber alone, at least a dozenarmour patterns he did not recognize identified the housesthat provided security for the meeting of Clan Hadama.

A voice called out beyond the entry, 'The Lady of theAcoma!' Then a huge pair of drums boomed. Lujansignalled his,men to march in lockstep, and as Mara'sbearers moved forward in procession, Kevin caught sight ofthe drummers.

 

They stood to either side of the grand entry, clad in whatlooked like a costume of ancient pelts. The mallets in theirhands were carved bone, and their instruments were ofpainted hide stretched over what close scrutiny revealed tobe the inverted shells from gigantic turtles. Kevin made outthe tripods underneath, fashioned from a lizardlike creaturequilled with spines.

 

Being a barbarian slave had advantages at times - no oneshowed surprise that he gawked. If the hallways andcorridors had impressed Kevin earlier, the hall of the councilitself was overwhelming. Constructed under a circulardome, the hall was surrounded by upper galleries, withpolished wooden benches, then descending levels of pillaredgalleries lined with chairs tantamount to thrones. Eachgallery reminded Kevin of the Baron of Yabon's private boxon the festival grounds at the city's annual fairs, where thestart and finish line for horse races were located. Themeanest noble family in the Empire was entitled to a seat theequal of the Baron's in opulence. The most expansivegalleries were on the lower levels, nearest the central dais,and many were set back under low canopies painted or

embroidered with house symbols - ensuring that thosebehind and to the sides could not spy upon conferences.Aisles that were really promenades separated them one fromthe next, so that messengers and retainers might hurryeffortlessly about their masters' bidding. The vast size of theroom was necessary; Kevin was astonished by the crowd.The lower levels were packed with Lords in full Tsuranipanoply. Colours and plumes and jewelled headdressesmade a riotous feast for the eyes.

 

Kevin closed his gaping mouth with an effort. This wasonly a clan meeting!

 

Mara had attempted to explain clan relationships to him,and after a long and frustrating discourse Kevin graspedonly a fuzzy concept of how all these notables wereaffiliated. By his understanding, somewhere back in the dimmists of history, these people had ancestors that werecousins. Bound to customs that seemed a knotwork ofcontradiction, they clung to what was, in Midkemian logic,an outdated concept of relationship, one that might haveheld significance in an earlier age, but that.now seemedmostly ceremonial. Yet when Kevin had voiced this conclusion,Mara had insisted that clan loyalty was no

phantom. Given the right motivation, these separate familyfactions would unite and die in bloody battle defending theirelusive code of identity. It was the very urgency of suchrelationships that had created the Great Game, for once clanhonour was invoked, no house could honourably ignorethose ties of blood.

 

Once past the entry platform and the drummers, Kevincould view the entire chamber. The sheer size made him feeldwarfed. On a dais slightly higher than the ring of seats onthe central level of the hall, a man in flowing robes and amassive headdress of green and yellow plumes nodded toMara's bearers to set down her litter. Her honour guardretired, to take up position above and behind the concentric
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circle of seats cut into the lowest tier of galleries, and a snapof her fingers summoned Kevin to assist her to her feet. Withthe Lady poised on his arm, the Midkemian guided whereshe pointed: down a shallow stair, to a green-paintedawning and a chair carved with shatra bird symbols, in agallery large enough for all of Mara's advisers and officers tosurround her, should she need them close by. Followed bythe ghostly echo of whispered conversation, Kevin kept hiseyes down in proper Tsurani submission. He must observethe forms here, distasteful as they were to his beliefs. Fullyfive thousand people could fill the overhanging galleries,with room for ten thousand more at floor level, if occasionwarranted.

 

As Kevin installed the Lady of the Acoma in her greenlacquered chair, he marked that her place was relativelyclose to the dais. Aware that the time of entry, as well asseating, were cultural indicators of rank, Kevin had alreadymarked the range of fashion and quality of clothing. TheLord farthest from the dais was a poor country relative, byall appearance, for his finery was worn and faded with wear.

But the man upon the dais was a peacock in full plumage!As Kevin performed a slave's bow beside his Lady's chair, herisked a peek beneath his lashes.

 

'My Lord Chekowara,' Mara greeted cordially. 'Are youwell ?'

 

The Lord, whose name Kevin recognized as belonging tothe Clan Warchief, nodded back, though how he could doso and not topple under the weight of his jewels and plumeswas mystifying; the man seemed something of a fop, yet hisface was broad and masculine, and almost as black-skinnedas that of a native of Great Kesh, the southern empire inMidkemia. Muttering as he rose from obeisance, Kevincommented, 'If you two are related, it's many generationsback.'

 

Mara shot him a glance that was half-irritated, half
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amused. From the dais, the Lord of the Chekowara smiled,showing an array of ivory teeth. 'I am most well, LadyMara. We welcome our most august Ruling Lady to ourmeeting, and presume that you are well also.'

 

Mara returned the ritual assurance, then coolly inclinedher head to other surrounding lords. As he assumed a slave'splace behind his Lady's chair, Kevin searched faces for signsof displeasure; yet if any notable present was disappointedby Mara's timely arrival, nothing showed but Tsuraniimpassivity. Nearly seventy families had sent representativesto the gathering, and one or several could have beenresponsible for Mara's misdirected invitation. Stunned yetagain by the scope of Tsuranuanni, Kevin reminded himselfthat the Hadama were held to be a minor clan in the Empire,no matter how much honour the Acoma had gained. Howmany powerful houses must a great clan number? ByKevin's rough estimation, this tiny clan meeting, withadvisers, servants, and slaves, put the number of peoplein this building close to five hundred, with an equal numberof soldiers waiting in outer halls. When the mighty of theEmpire met in council, Kevin could only imagine the placefilled to capacity.

 

Clearly not intimidated, Mara said, 'I am most pleased toseek council with our cousins and attend this, the first clanmeeting since I assumed the Acoma mantle.'

 

The Lord of the Chekowara's smile broadened. 'Muchhonour and prestige have you brought House Acoma sinceyour father's untimely death, Lady Mara. You bring prideto our hearts.'

 

At this many Lords stamped upon the floor in a show ofagreement like applause. Others offered congratulations,shouting, 'Yes, it is so! Much honour!' end 'Great success!'

Kevin leaned over to remove Mara's outer wrap, a lightsilk embroidered with her house symbol. 'This fellow's asnake oil salesman,' he whispered.
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Mara's brow furrowed under her formal makeup. Sherisked a hiss of disapproval. 'I don't know what snake oil is,but it has the ring of an insult. Now go and stand withLujan's guard until I need you.'

 

Kevin folded the wrap over his arm and retreated up thestair. Once in place among the Acoma honour guard, he:made a surreptitious study of the proceedings. The Lord of Lthe Chekowara opened by announcing what seemed likesocial chat, a list of pending marriages, handfastings, andbirths, and a longer list of eulogies. Few of the deceased haddied of age or infirmity; the phrase 'fallen honourably inbattle' occurred frequently. Kevin was astonished at theclarity of the acoustics in the hall - when the speakers chosenot to mask their voices, they carried to the highest galleries.Kevin listened, mystified, as the Lord of the Chekowara's irich voice rose and fell as he mourned the passing ofnotables in the clan. To Lujan he murmured, 'That calley'`bird on the dais has all the sincerity of a relli.' '1

Silently at ease, the Acoma Force Commander did nottwitch a muscle; but deepening laugh lines around his eyesbetrayed that he stifled a chuckle.

 

Resigned that he would get nothing from an Acoma!]soldier on duty, Kevin moved among the litter bearers.Tsurani slaves were not much of an improvement, but at;least they noticed when he spoke, even if they only lookedconfused. Still, Kevin thought, any reaction was better thanthe stony manner of the warriors. Kevin idled away the;passing minutes, observing the comings and goings of themany servants and retainers of the attending Hadama:Lords, when an odd behaviour caught his eye. Those who 3hurried through the vast hall seemed oblivious to the manypaintings that adorned the walls save one, a depiction of afairly nondescript man. Like those around it, it was ancient,but this one had been recently repainted, and for the obvious
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reason that any who passed by reached out and touched it,often without thought. Kevin nudged the slave next to him.'Why do they do that?'

 

The slave looked discomforted. 'Do whet?' he whispered,as if speaking were sure to bring instant destruction.

'Touch that picture of a man.' Kevin pointed.

 

That's an ancient Lord. He was Servant of the Empire.It's good luck to touch him.' The slave withdrew intohimself as if that cryptic reference explained everything.Kevin was about to ask for explanation when a warningglance from Lujan silenced him, and turned him back towatching the proceedings.

 

No serious political discussion ever took place that hecould see. Once the family announcements were finished,slaves thronged in with refreshments, and this Lord or thatwould arise from his chair and speak with Chekowara orother clansmen. Many flocked around Mara's chair, and allof them seemed civil, if not friendly. Kevin waited for asecond call to order, or some sort of announcement ofbusiness, but no such thing ever happened. When theafternoon light faded above the domed chamber, LordChekowara lifted his staff of office and thumped a ringingblow on the dais. 'The meeting of Clan Hadama isconcluded,' he called out, and one by one, according torank, the lesser Lords bowed to him in parting.

~Seems like nothing but an absurd party to me,' Kevincommented.

 

A soldier in Mara's honour guard caught his eye, then, inurgent warning to keep silent. Kevin returned his usualinsolent grin, and then started: the warrior was Arakasi,clad in full armour and looking every inch the properwarrior. He had perfected military bearing so flawlessly thathis presence was overlooked until now. More curious thanever to know why the Spy Master's attendance had been
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called for, Kevin shifted from foot to foot until Mara wavedhim over to replace her wrap.

 

Kevin walked behind Mara's litter as her retinue reenteredthe twilit streets. Lamplighters had just made their rounds,and the imperial quarter of Kentosani glowed softly goldagainst the darkened sky. As the honour guard formed up t oescort Mara to her town house, Arakasi fell in step besideKevin. Wise enough not to call the Spy Master by name, theMidkemian simply said, 'Was anything of importanceachieved in there?'

 

Arakasi marched with his hand on his sword, deadly andcapable in appearance though it was no secret he was notgifted with a blade. 'Much.'

 

Exasperated by his brevity, Kevin probed: 'Such as?'

The honour guard marched down a wide entrance ramp,with torches blazing in bowls on either side. Below the risea larger contingent of warriors met them, affording theirmistreSs the added security she would need in the darkeningstreets. Arakasi said nothing until they had roundedseveral corners and passed the gates from the imperialprecinct.

 

As they marched into the boulevard beyond, Arakasimurmured, 'Lady Mara's clansmen have made plain thatshe can expect a reasonable degree of support . . . assumingher alliances do not place other houses at risk. If sheencounterS trouble from her enemies, she'll need to invokeclan honour to gain assistance, and the outcome of such acall for aid could not in any way be assured.'

The Midkemian's puzzlement stayed obvious.

 

'Clan honour,' Arakasi repeated, in his manner ofpiercing perception. 'You barbarians.' The statement heldno condemnation; the Spy Master thoughtfully qualified.'To draw her clansmen into war, Lady Mara must convinceevery Lord, from highest to least, that an affront to her
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house was an insult not only to the Acoma, but to theHadama Clan as well.'

 

Kevin inhaled the incense-laden air; they were passing thetemple quarter and suffered a momentary interruption as theirretinue was forced aside to allow a tribute caravan to pass. Thehuge, leather-strapped carry cases borne on heavy poles byslaves contained metals, originally brought as plunder fromthe barbarian world and since dispensed by the Emperor'sHigh Secretary, who portioned out allotments for the temples.Kevin waited until the guarding ranks of white-armouredimperial warriors passed on before he said, 'So?'

Arakasi tapped his sword. 'Calls to Clan are difficultwhen the families who belong are as politically divided asours are. For any attacking house is careful to make clearthat it is moving against an enemy, not its clansmen. Giftsare often sent as reassurances.' After a pause, Arakasiadded, 'Lord Desio has been lavish.'

 

Kevin grinned in appreciation. 'What you're telling me isthey're saying, "Don't invite us unless you're going to win,because the Minwanabi might stop sending us bribes. But ifyou're sure you can destroy them, then we'll be happy tojoin in, so we can take our share of the plunder."'

For the first time since Kevin could remember, the SpyMaster smiled outright. Then he loosed a chuckle thatswelled into quiet laughter. 'I would never have thought toput it that way,' Arakasi allowed. 'But that's precisely whatthey told her.'

 

'Damn.' Kevin shook his head in amazement. 'And I sawnothing going on except a gala.'

 

From the litter, Mara interjected, 'Now you understandwhy I keep him around. His perspective is . . . fresh.'

Arakasi resumed his soldier's appearance, but a gleamlingered in his eyes. 'I agree, mistress.'

 

'I don't know that I'll ever understand you people,' Kevinsaid. He dodged to avoid a jigabird that had escaped some
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scullion's cleaver. They had entered the residential quarternow, and the lamps were more widely spaced. 'I stood andwatched that entire meeting, and the only discussion thatgot heated enough to seem important sounded like a debateon land reform.'

 

'In council,' Arakasi said patiently, 'what is not said is farmore important: who does not approach a Lord's chair, andwho hangs back, and who is seen with whom count for morethan words. The fact that Lord Chekowara did not leave hisdais to personally congratulate Mara on her border treaty wasrevealingly significant. The clan will not follow her lead. Andall of that shuffling of bodies around Lord Mamogota's chairwas proof that two factions within the clan support him,against our Lady. No one would seriously consider thatnonsense about giving land to peasant farmers. The Party forProgress is without influence outside the Hunzan Clan, andLord Tuclamekla of that clan is a dose friend of Mamogota's,This was a dead issue before the meeting began.'

'So you presume that the intercepted message wasarranged by Lord Mamo-whoever?' Kevin surmised.

'We hope so,' Arakasi answered. 'Mamogota's at leastnot affiliated with the Alliance War. He might take Desio's"gifts", but he isn't a Minwanabi supporter.'

 

Kevin shook his head in amazement. 'You people have-;minds that twist like knitting. Never mind,' he interjected asArakasi asked after the concept of knitting. 'Just take it that'I'll be an old codger long before I understand this culture.'

The silence between slave and Spy Master lasted until thereturn to the town house. Kevin entered the lovely innergarden and helped his Lady from her litter. He continued todoubt if he would ever truly know the people whose livesand fates he shared. As Mara retained his hand and smiledup at him, he looked into her dark eyes and found himselfutterly lost. Tsurani life might be a puzzle to him, but thiswoman was a mystery and a wonder.
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Chaos

 

The spectacle began.

 

Banners flew from every tall building along the avenuesleading to the arena. Citizens tossed flowers into the street,to assure the gods they held no envy for those of loftierstation For reasons only the God of Trickery might name,city dwellers invested favour in this house or that, cheeringmore or less vigorously depending upon who passed.Mara's litter and escort were greeted with loud applause.Again dressed as a common servant, and placed behind thelitter alongside Kevin in the cortege, Arakasi commented, 'Itseems the mob favours the Acoma this month, my Lady. Thevictory in Tsubar has made you a heroine among thecommoners.'

 

Noise defeated Mara's attempted reply.

 

The long, stately boulevard that crossed the imperialprecinct was thronged with folk from every walk of Tsuranilife. Their clothing ranged from the costliest cloths andjewels worn by high-ranking nobles to the craftsman'sunadorned broadcloth and the meanest beggar's rags. Thegames offered by the Warlord in celebration of the Light ofHeaven brought the finest ornaments out of jewel chests themore daring of the wealthy merchants dressing theirdaughters for display in the hope of attracting a noblesuitor.

 

Surrounded by the flash of rare metal ornaments as wellas lacquer combs, jades, and gemstones, Mara's escortjostled and vied for road space along with dozens of otherhouse guards and their litter-borne Lords and Ladies. Somewere carried in palanquins painted in carnival colours or
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sequinned with flecks of iridescent shell; others held wholefamilies, shouldered by as many as twenty slaves. For as fas the eye could see, the festival crowd made a vast, brilliantswirl of a thousand colours; only the slaves stood out,commonplace robes of dull grey.

 

Kevin stared like a blind man just given sight. Pastretinue of warriors in red and purple, between the canopypoles of an uncountable crush of litters, he saw a wall hungwith ribbons and banners that he took to be the end of dboulevard. But as the Acoma party drew closer, his eyeswidened in amazement. The barrier was no wall butsegment of the Grand Imperial Stadium.

 

The amphitheatre was vast, far larger than anything }might have imagined. The litters, soldiers, and commonson foot poured up a broad flight of steps, then acrossconcourse to a second flight. At the top lay yet anotherconcourse, and beyond that the entrance to the stadium. ~Mara's litter began the ascent, Kevin looked to either sideand judged there must be at least another dozen entrancesfrom the palace quarter alone.

 

Even here the guards had to shove and jostle to clear d,way for their Lady's passage. All of Tsurani society haturned out to attend the games in the Emperor's honour, cto line up and gawk at the spectacle-presented by theirbetters. Only great occasions such as this brought them sclose to the might of the Empire, and country folk flocked idroves to the city to point, jabber, and stare.

Despite the festive atmosphere, the warriors maintained'vigilance. Men of unclear rank and position moved throughthe crowd. Many wore guild badges; others were messengers, vendors, or rumourmongers; a few might be agents, ospies, or thieves; assassins might wear any disguise. Anstate festival that intermingled clans and political partiesbecame an extension of the Game of the Council.

Beyond the highest stair arose a stone arch two hundred'
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feet across. Kevin tried to calculate the size of the arenabeyond, and failed. The tiers of open-air seats must hold ahundred thousand spectators, and no amphitheatre in theKingdom could compare.

 

At the first terrace, Lujan shouted, 'Acoma!'

 

Individuals of lesser rank hurried clear of Mara's retinue.As the warriors ascended the second flight of steps, Kevinnoticed bystanders exclaiming in surprise and pointing.When he realized the stares were for him, his ears reddened.Commoners unaccustomed to his height and barbarianaspect made him an object of gossip and speculation.

At the top of the second terrace, Lujan marched his guardthrough the crowd and cleared a space beside other nobleretinues. The litter bearers lowered their burden, and Kevinassisted Mara from the cushions. The Force Commander, aStrike Leader named Kenji and three guards, and Arakasifell in at either side of the Lady and her body slave. Thebalance of the Acoma guard departed with the litter bearers,to wait upon them in the street at the bottom of the stairs.

Lujan led the way into a corridor to the left of thearchway. A hundred or more rows of seats rose above thelevel upon which Mara's party moved, while another fiftyrows descended toward the arena floor. To the left, twoareas stood cordoned off, one of them dominated by a boxadorned in lacquerworked gold and imperial white. Theother section was bare of any decoration but wasimmediately noticeable by contrast. The occupants all woreblack robes.

 

Arakasi noticed Kevin's interest. 'Great Ones,' he murmuredin explanation.

 

'You mean the magicians?' Kevin looked more carefully,but the men in their dark robes sat silently or engaged inhushed conversation. A few watched the sandy expanse

below, awaiting the first contest. 'They look entirelyordinary.'
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looks may deceive,' Arakasi said. At Lujan's

command, he helped the other warriors shoulder througha knot of bystanders.

 

'Why are all these people hanging about?' Marawondered. 'Usually there are no commoners on thislevel.'

 

Taking care not to be overheard, Arakasi answered,'They hope to catch a glimpse of the barbarian GreatOne. The gossipmongerS claim he will be in attendance.'

'How can there be a barbarian Great One?' Kevininterjected.

 

Arakasi waved aside a matron with a flower basketwho tried to sell Mara a bloom. 'Great Ones are outsidethe law; none may question them. Once a man is takenand trained to wear the black robe, he is of the Assemblyof Magicians. What rank he,held before is of noconsequence. He is only a Great One, pledged to act inpreservation of the Empire, and his word becomes aslaw.'

 

Kevin stilled further questions as Arakasi shot him awarning glance. They were too close to strangers forchance remarks or improper behaviour to be risked.

The arena was not yet one-third full when Marareached the box set aside for her. Like her seat in theCouncil Hall, the position indicated her relative rank in thehierarchy of the Empire. By Kevin's estimation, somehundred families were closer to the imperial box, butthousands were farther removed.

 

Mara sat with Lujan, the young Strike Leader, and thesoldiers on either side; Kevin and Arakasi took uppositions behind her chair, ready to answer her needs.Kevin studied the surrounding array of house colours andtried to puzzle out the pecking order of Tsurani politics.

Past the magicians" area, and to the right of theWarlord's dais, lay a box dressed out in black and orange,the colours of House Minwanabi. On levels above satother families of
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lesser importance, but all clan-related or in vassalage toLord Desio.

 

Adjacent came the yellow and purple colours ofXacatecasi the victory treaty with Tsubar had advancedLord Chipino, and now he was second in power in theHigh Council. The Lord of the Chekowara took up hisposition in a box beneath Mara's, on the same level as theWarlord's, but as removed from the white and gold asshe was.

 

A trumpet blast sounded from the arena floor. Woodendoors around the arena boomed open and scores ofyoung men in various colours of armour marched out information. As they moved, they sorted themselves outinto pairs and saluted the empty imperial box. At asecond signal from the games director, who sat in aspecial niche by the gates, they drew swords and beganto fight.

 

Kevin quickly determined that the matches were tofirst blood only; the bested man would raise his helm as asign of submission. The winner would then take onanother victorious partner and initiate sparring again.

Lujan answered Kevin's query. 'These are youngofficers of various houses. Most are cousins and youngersons of nobility, eager to show their prowess and gain asliver of honour.' He glanced around the stadium. 'This isof little consequence, save for those down there and theirfamilies. Still, a man may advance himself in the eyes ofhis master by winning a contest such as this.'

There were no colours on the floor from Minwanabi,Xacatecas, or the other three Great Houses, nor from theAcoma, as houses recently covered in glory needed notbother with trivial displays. Kevin followed the combatwith the trained eye of a soldier, but quickly lost interest.He had seen Tsurani warriors much closer and withmuch more serious intentions than those boys whosparred upon the sand.

 

Beyond the sunlit sands, lesser relations and servantswere
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drifting into the boxes that would shortly hold thedominant Lords of the Empire. From the small size oftheir honour guardS, none closer than a distant cousin hadyet put in an appearance.

 

The contest among the young nobles ended, and thelast remaining pair departed, the loser with his swordlowered in defeat, and the winner nodding to thescattered cheers of those few interested spectatorS

The air off the sand was hot, and the amphitheatre'shigh walls cut off any breeze. Bored with the

proceedings, and still finding the social reasons for Mara'sattendance incOmprehensible, Kevin bent to ask her ifshe wished for a cool drink. She had ignored him sincethey had entered public scrutiny, for reasons ofappearance, but as she shook her head in cart refusal ofhis solicitude, Kevin noticed that his lover seemed uneasy.Protocol forbade him to make inquiry after her wellbeing.When Mara chose to assume Tsurani impassivity,a part of her became unreachable, though in most thingshe had come to know her moods as well as his own.

As if his unspoken thoughts brought her worry to ahead, the Lady of the Acoma beckoned to Arakasi. 'Iwould enjoy a chilled fruit drink.'

 

The Spy Master bowed and departed; Kevin

suppressed a reflexive flash of hurt, and only belatedlyrealized that his mistreSS would hardly send Arakasi offjust to fetch refreshments. On his way to seek a vendor,the Spy Master would doubtless be contacting informantsand gauging the activitieS of enemies. As Mara turnedback to face the events below, she paused the briefestmoment to catch Kevin's eye. That one glance let himknow she was glad of his presence.

 

Mara inclined her head casually to Lujan. 'Have younoticed? Most of the nobles are hanging back this

afternoon.'

 

caught off guard by this unexpected public

conversation,

the Acoma Force Commander replied without banter.'Yes, my Lady. There seems an unusual quality to thisfestival.'

 

Kevin peered at their surroundings and determinedthere was something odd in the crowd rhythm. But he,with his alien viewpoint, had been slow to sense suchstrangeness.

 

Distracting peals of laughter drifted up from lowercourses of seats as other doors opened and short figuresscurried out into the arena. Kevin's eyebrows arose in

surprise as a cluster of diminutive insectoids raced backand forth across the sand, waving their forearms inagitation and clicking small mandibles this way and that.From the opposite end of the sand, a group of warriorshurried to meet them, dwarves by all appearances.

Most wore mock body armour and makeup that rangedfrom the comic to the grotesque. They waved brightlypainted wooden swords, formed up for a loose-rankedcharge, and sounded war calls in surprisingly deepvoices.

 

The timbre of those cries was all too fresh in Kevin'smemory. 'They're desert men!'

 

At Mara's permissive nod, Lujan said, 'Many were ourcaptives, I expect.'

 

Wondering that such a fiercely proud race shouldsubmit to a demeaning act of comedy, Kevin marvelledfurther that cho-ja, who were allies, should be included insuch honourless display.

 

'Not cho-ja,' Lujan corrected. 'Those are chu-ji-la fromthe forests north of Silmani - smaller, and withoutintelligence. They are essentially harmless.'

 

The dwarves and the insectoids met in a clash ofshields and chitin. Kevin soon reassured himself that thecombat was impotent, with blunt wooden swords unableto pierce the armoured insectoids, while tiny mandiblesand blunt forearms closed and tussled without any injuryto the dwarves.

 

This farcical spectacle drew laughter and jeers fromthe

 

crowd until a sudden, electrical sense of presence turned allheads away from the field. Kevin's gaze followed everyoneelse's, like metal after a lodestone, to the entrance nearestthe imperial box. There a short man in a black robe made hisway to the area set aside for Great Ones.

 

Lujan said, 'Milamber.'

 

Kevin's eyes narrowed to bring his distant countrymaninto better focus. He s a Kingdom man?'

 

Lujan shrugged. 'So the rumours say. He wears a slave'sbeard, which is enough to mark him as barbarian.'

Short by Kingdom standards, and quietly unremarkable,the man took his place next to a very stout magician andanother, slender Great One. Struck by a sense of deja vu,Kevin said, there's something familiar about him.'

Mara turned. 'Was he a companion from your homeland?'

'

I would have to get closer to see . . . my Lady.'

But Mara forbade him the liberty, since he would attracttoo much attention were he to venture off by himself. ~

Like all in Mara's immediate service, Strike Leader Kenjiknew of the relationship between the barbarian and hisLady, but their unaccustomed familiarity left him feelinguncomfortable 'My Lady, your slave should be remindedthat no matter what the Great One was before, he is now inservice to the Empire.'

 

Kevin found his tone abrasive, just as Mara's had been,and though he knew her pose was necessary in public, it still Irankled. 'Well, I wouldn't have much to say to a traitor t ohis own people, anyway.'

 

A swift glance from Mara stilled his tongue before hisbrashness could demand the punishment that wouldbecome necessary should any passing stranger chance tooverhear.

 

Ghost-quiet, and suddenly there, Arakasi bowed andpresented a large cool drink to his mistress. Under his breath
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he said, 'The Shinzawai are conspicuous by their absence.'He glanced around. Satisfied to find the crowd still absorbedby the mysterious outworld Great One, the Spy Masteradded, 'There's something highly abnormal afoot, my Lady.I urge vigilance.'

 

Outwardly calm, and hiding the movement of her lipsbehind the rim of her cup, Mara whispered tensely,'Minwanabi?'

 

Arakasi fractionally shook his head. 'I think not. Desio isoutside, still in his litter, and half-drunk with sa wine. Iwould expect him to be sober if he had a plot under way.'Looking uncharacteristically harried, the Spy Master madeanother reflexive check for listeners; the battle betweendwarves and insectoids raged on to a crescendo of noise.Using the din as cover, and hiding the nature of his talkbehind gestures of submission, Arakasi went on. 'Butsomething momentous is stirring, I suspect to do with theBlue Wheel's return to the Alliance for War. Too manythings I hear ring false. Too many contradictions gounquestioned. And more members of the Assembly ofMagicians are in attendance than a man will be likely to seein a lifetime. If someone seeks to undermine theWarlord . . .'

 

'Here!' Mare sat up straight. 'Impossible.'

 

But the Spy Master confronted her scepticism. 'At theheight of his triumph, he could be the most vulnerable.'After a significant pause, he added, 'Nine times since birth,mistress, I have moved upon no more than a feeling, andeach time my life was saved. Be ready to depart at amoment's notice, I beg you. Many innocents could becomeentangled in a trap big enough to overwhelm Almecho.Others may die because enemies reacted swiftly to takeadvantage of the moment. I point out, the Shinzawai are notthe only ones absent.'

 

He need not name the empty chairs. Most of the Blue
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Wheel Party sent no representatives, many in the Party ofPeace had not brought wives or children, and most of theKanazawai Lords wore armour rather than robes. If suchanomalies were taken as pieces of one related issue,

widespread threat might be real. Squads of white-armouredwarriors were stationed at strategic points and entrance,many more than needed for crowd control should anunfortunate event on the arena floor turn the mob's moodfrom celebration to riot; more boxes than the imperial on'

were being watched.

 

Mara touched Arakasi's wrist in agreement; she would.take his caution to heart. The Minwanabi could easily haveagents planted nearby, awaiting any excuse to strikeLujan's eyes began to inventory the location and number osoldiers in the immediate area. Whether events occurred b,design or accident made no difference to him; the intrigue'of politics could surface just as well in chance opportunityShould an enemy die of injuries in a brawl, who could cast'blame? Such was fate. Such might be the thinking of many o]the nobles within striking range should the opportunity onlypresent itself in the heat of a riot.

 

Arakasi's speculation was suspended as a rush of noblesinto boxes signalled the imminent arrival of the imperialparty. Nearest to the white-draped dais, a man in ceremonialrobes of black and orange entered, a flock of

warriors and servants clustered at his heels. His stout tbearing carried a sureness of step that hinted at musclebeneath his fat.

 

'Minwanabi,' Arakasi identified with a startling note ofvenom.

 

Eager to put a form to the man who was the archfiend inthe drama that involved his beloved Mara, Kevin saw only astout young man flushed by the heat, who looked ratherpetulant.

 

Further study was cut short by trumpets and drums that
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signalled the approach of the imperial party. Conversationhushed throughout the stadium. Handlers raced onto thearena sand and chased off the dwarves and insectoids.Across the cleared field, groundkeepers wearing loinclothshurried out with rakes and drags to smooth the ground inpreparation for the coming games.

 

Trumpets blasted again, much closer, and the first ranksof Imperial Guardsmen marched in. They wore armour ofpure white and carried the instruments that sounded thefanfare. These were fashioned from the horns of someimmense beast, curling around their shoulders to end inbell-like flares above their heads. Drummers in the next rankcame on beating a steady tattoo. The band assumed positionin front of the imperial box, and the Warlord's honourguard of two dozen entered after them. Each warrior'saccoutrements and helm were lacquered in shiny white,marking them for an elite cadre known as the ImperialWhites.

 

Sunlight splintered in reflections off gold blazons andtrim, which drew a murmur of amazement from thecommoners seated highest in the amphitheatre. By Tsuranistandards, the metal worn by each warrior was costlyenough to finance Acoma expenses for an entire year.

The guards took position and the crowds stilled. Into anavid silence a senior herald shouted in a voice that carried tothe most distant tier of seats, 'Almecho, Warlord!'

The crowd surged to its feet, crying out welcome for themightiest warrior in the Empire.

 

Quiet in her place, and sipping at her fruit drink, Marawatched but did not cheer as the Warlord made his entry.Wide bands of gold adorned the neck and armholes of hisbreastplate; additional goldwork patterned his helm, whichwas surmounted by a crimson plume. Behind Almechotrailed two black-robed magicians, named the 'Warlord's

pets' by the masses. Kevin had heard how, in the years

before his capture, one of those distant Great Ones had castthe spell that proved Mara's claim of treachery by theMinwanabi, an action that compelled Desio's predecessorto ritual suicide to expiate the shame to his &family.

Then, unexpectedly, the herald announced a secondpresence. 'Ichindar! Ninety-one times Emperor!'

The ovation became a deafening roar. The young Light ofHeaven made his entrance. Even Lady Mara threw restraintto the winds. She cheered as loudly as any commoner, herface alight with admiration and awe: this was a man held innear-religious devotion by his nation.

 

The Light of Heaven made his unprecedented appearancein armour covered entirely in gold. He seemed no more thanthree years over twenty. His expression could not beinterpreted over distance, but his bearing was erect andconfident, and red-brown hair flowed from under his highgilt helm, to lie in trimmed curls on his shoulders.

Behind the Emperor filed twenty priests, from each of thetwenty major temples. As the Light of Heaven made his wayto stand beside the Warlord, the crowd thundered. Thecheering seemed inexhaustible.

 

Through the unnerving din, Kevin shouted to Lujan,'Why is everyone so carried away?'

 

Since decorum had been totally forsaken, Lujan freelycalled back, 'The Light of Heaven is our spiritual guardian,who through prayer and exemplary living intercedes on ourbehalf to the gods. He is Tsuranuanni!'

 

Never in living memory had an Emperor blessed hisnation by coming among the people. That Ichindar chose todo so now was inspirational, a cause for unrestrained joy.Yet, alone in a crowd of thousands, Arakasi was notcheering. He went through all the motions, but Kevin sawthat he scanned the surrounding throng for any hint ofdanger to his mistress. With Tsurani impassivity abandonedto wild pandemonium, this moment offered the perfect
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Opportunity for an enemy to slip close without notice. Kevinedged closer to Mara's back, prepared to leap to her defenceif need be.

 

The tumultuous ovation rolled on with no sign of waning.At length the Emperor took his seat, and the Warlord raisedoutstretched arms. His demand took several minutes to benoticed. When the crowd reluctantly quietened, Almechoshouted, 'The gods smile upon Tsuranuanni! I bring news ofa great victory over the otherworld barbarians! We havecrushed their greatest army, and our warriors celebrate!Soon all the lands called the Kingdom will be laid at theLight of Heaven's fees.' The Warlord ended with a deferentialbow to the Light of Heaven, and the masses roared outin approval.

 

Kevin stood as if stunned. The pit of his stomach felt likeice. Then, aware through his shock and the howl of thecrowd that Arakasi studied him intently, the Midkemianglared back. 'Your Warlord means Brucal and Borric'sforces were routed, the Armies of the West.' Desperate tobridle an anger that could only endanger his life, Kevinqualified. 'My own home lies in peril, for now the way liesopen for Tsuranuanni to march on Zun!'

 

Arakasi looked away first; and Kevin remembered: theSpy Master had lost a master and home to the Minwanabibefore he swore service to the Acoma. Then Mara's fingersstole into Kevin's hand and returned a squeeze of under

standing. The Midkemian battled a rush of emotion as hisconflicts of loyalty, love, and upbringing tore him athousand different ways. Fate had taken him from his familyand forced him away to a distant world. He had chosen lifeand love as a man may, rather than miserable captivity; butthe cost was only now becoming apparent: who was he-Kevinof Zun or Kevin of the Acoma?

 

Before the imperial box, the Warlord held up his hands.As the noise subsided, he shouted, 'To the glory of
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Tsuranuanni and as a sign of our devotion to the Light o fHeaven, we dedicate these games to his honour!'

The cheering swelled afresh, grating on ears and nerves.

Somehow Kevin endured it. Though Lujan and Arakasi ~might tolerate a breach of manners, any Tsurani warriors ;]who guarded neighbouring boxes would cut him down andask questions later should they suspect him of impudencetoward a Lady of Mara's rank.

 

Numbly Kevin watched the doors open at the arena's farend. Roughly a hundred men shambled onto the sunlitsand. Naked but for loincloths, they were of all ages and statesof health; some stood with weapons and shields thatwere familiar to them, but they were few. Most seemedconfused by their circumstances, their grip on their swordsuncertain.

 

'These are not fighters,' Kevin observed, a sting to his tonedespite his best efforts.

 

Arakasi quieted him with explanation. 'This is a clemencyspectacle. All are condemned men. They will fight, and theone who lives at the end will go free.'

 

Trumpets sounded and the slaughter commenced. Beforehis capture, while soldiering for his father, he had seen manymen killed. This was not warfare, not even a savagelymatched contest. What took place upon the sands ofKentosani's arena was butchery. The handful of trainedmen moved like cats through mice trapped in a granary,killing at will. Finally fewer than a dozen men remainedstanding, and these more fairly matched. Kevin had lost hisstomach for watching; he stared blankly at the spectators,but found no relief from his disgust. The Tsurani seemed toenjoy the blood, not the sport. They cheered each painfuldeath and compared the agonies of one disembowelled manwith those of another. Wagers were made on how long thewretch who tried to stuff his spilled entrails back into hisabdomen would last, and how many screams he would utter
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before he died. No one seemed interested in the skill of thehandful of fighters still living.

 

Kevin felt his gorge rise and swallowed hard. He controlledhis loathing by force until the debacle ended, a manwith a sword and knife taking the last of the condemnedwith a thrust under the shield. From the imperial box the

vaunted Tsurani Emperor observed the proceedings impassively, while the Warlord at his side murmured to an adviseras if carnage were a daily event.

 

Burning now, with a fury fuelled by outrage, Kevinlooked to see how the Great One who had once been aKingdom man was handling this atrocity. Even at thisdistance, Milamber's countenance appeared stony; but toKevin's dismay, the fat magician by his side had broken offhis discussion and appeared to be studying the Acoma box.

Kevin averted his gaze in sudden fear. Could a Great Onehear thoughts? He bent without considering to ask Mara,but stopped, recalled to his place by the sight of her. TheLady of the Acoma endured the bloodletting with properTsurani restraint, her only sign of discomfort a slightstiffness in her shoulders. The former son of Zun felt hisstomach burn. He knew Mara. Intimate with her throughoutfive years, he knew she could perceive the differencebetween the slaughter below and the battle campaignexperienced in the desert. Yet she never so much as flinchedwhen the victor swaggered among the fallen bodies, his goryweapon brandished aloft.

 

Kevin checked surreptitiously to see whether the GreatOne was still watching; this time, he could see plainly thatthe bearded one, Milamber, bore an expression of distaste;

even his eyes seemed ablaze. Kevin was not the only one tonotice Milamber's disgust. Nobles in nearby boxeswhispered and glanced toward the magician, and a fewlooked openly apprehensive.

 

Arakasi saw the exchange. To Kevin he whispered, 'This
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doesn't bode well. Great Ones may act on a whim, and noteven the Light of Heaven dares gainsay their will. If thisformer countryman of yours shares your distaste for killing,there could be a scene.'

 

In sunlight, on hot sand, the victor finished his strutting.Slaves came and cleared away the corpses, while rakerssmoothed over the rumpled, blood-soaked ground.Trumpets sounded the next round of the Imperial Games,while Kevin wished silently for a drink to wet his dry mouth.

A band of men wearing loincloths entered the stadium,taller and fairer than most Tsurani. Kevin instantly recognizedcountrymen from his homeworld. Their shouldersgleamed with oil and they carried an assortment of ropes,hooks, weighted nets, spears, and,long knives. The festivalatmosphere did not disorient them, nor did they give thecrowds of showy nobles more than a desultory glance.Instead they crouched in awarenesS that troubleapproached, from any of a dozen directions. Kevin hadshared such uncertainty, upon patrol and standing the nightwatch on the edge of the no-man's-land where the enemymight strike at any moment.

 

But these men had not long to wait for action. A pair oflarge doors rumbled open at the far end of the arena, and acreature out of nightmare shambled out.

 

All fangs and lethal claws, it stood the size of an elephant,but moved cat-fast on its six legs. At the sight of it, evenMara lost her composure and exclaimed, 'A harulth!'

The Kelewanese predator blinked and snarled at thesudden blaze of sunlight. Scales armoured its hide, scatteringchilly highlights across its neck as it quested to and fro,sniffing the air. The crowd sat charged with expectation.Then the beast spotted its foe: the tiny men who stoodexposed on that cruel vista of sand. The harulth did not pawwarning, as a bull or a needra might, but lowered its head inbelligerence and instantly sprang to the charge.
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It moved with terrible swiftness.

 

The warriors scattered, not in panic, but in a desperateattempt to confuse. The beast made no sound, but its furywas apparent as it focused upon one unfortunate fellow andgave chase. The end came in a flash of claws and a spinningstop that ground the human underfoot. Unmindful of sandor weapons, the harulth devoured the remains in two bites.

Saddened, revolted, and frozen in sympathy for hiscountrymen, Kevin could not look away. While the harulthdispatched its meal, the survivors regrouped behind theanimal and quickly deployed their nets. Faster than Kevincould imagine possible, the creature spun and charged. Themen stood their ground until the last instant, then threw thenets as they scattered. The hooks grappled and caught inthick hide and the creature was entangled.

 

Kevin watched in admiration and fear as spearmenrushed in to strike. The weapons they had been issued wereheavy, but the creature's scales were very tough. It took allof a man's strength just to penetrate, and the wounds werelike stings to the monster. Its vitals stayed totally unharmed.The men saw the futility of further attack. Two of themconferred briefly, then ran to the rear, where the creature'shuge tail thrashed and flailed up sand. Kevin's breathstopped as, against all rational thought, his countrymenleaped upon the harulth and climbed in an attempt to drivetheir long knives into the monster's spine. The sheer braveryof the act brought tears to his Midkemian eyes.

Even Lujan was impressed. 'These men show courage.'

Kevin answered in bitter pride, 'My countrymen knowhow to look death in the eye.'

 

The harulth felt the prick at his back. It heaved andsnapped, and nets unravelled, whirled away like torn string.The tail hammered down into sand, and the blow shook oneman off. He sailed through the air and crashed, too stunnedto run. The harulth snapped him in half. The remaining man

clung grimly. To jump down was to be trampled; to stay, anact of sheer folly. The scales made treacherous handholds,and the harulth was maddened to fury. It spun and snappedand slashed, missing its mark by scant inches; for the manhad resumed his climb.

 

The crowds murmured their appreciatiOn. Higher theman climbed, though tossed on his perch like a monkey on astorm-shaken branch. He reached the juncture above thestamping hind legs and drove his blade to the hilt into thecreature's back.

 

The hindmost pair of legs violently collapsed, all butthrowing the man. He slipped, clawed a hold, and clung asthe harulth shuddered and writhed in rage and pain. Itwhipped its neck, trying to bite at its tormentor; but its thickbody lacked the suppleness to bend enough to snatch its tinyfoe.

 

The man flexed a blood-spattered wrist and jerked hisblade. The weapon cleared bone and hide with difficulty.The harulth bellowed and slashed, and the drag of uselesslimbs gouged up furrows in the sand. The man hung on,inching torturously forward to the next joint of the spine.Again he drove his blade between the knobs of vertebraeand successfully severed the spine. The middle segment oflegs went limp.

 

Quickly the men on the ground raced in to blind anddistract the paralysed monster until their companion couldjump clear. Once he reached the sand safely, they all gavethe stricken predator a wide berth until its struggles slowed,and ~t perished.

 

The crowd yelled their approval, and Lujan made freewith admiration. As if he momentarily forgot that headdressed a slave, he said, 'No harulth has been felled bywarriors without five times more losses. Your countrymendo themselves honour.'

 

Kevin wept unabashedly. Though all of these men were
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strangers to him, he felt he knew each one in his heart. Heunderstood that they took no pleasure or pride from whatthey had achieved; what the Tsurani counted pride was tothese men merely survival.

 

Tears also streamed down the cheeks of Kevin's countrymen.Exhausted, alone, and aware they might never see theirhome again, the Midkemians left the arena, while needrateams were rushed in to haul away the harulth's carcass, andrakers and slaves with drags scraped the marks of conflictfrom the sand.

 

Abruptly aware that he had drawn Mara's scrutiny,Kevin made an effort to mend his glaring disregard forproper behaviour. Though she must show no flicker ofsympathy in her pose as Ruling Lady, she handed her emptydrink cup to Arakasi and exchanged a surreptitiouswhisper. 'Have we remained long enough to satisfy theneeds of our status in the council?'

 

Arakasi glanced pointedly at Kevin, warning thebarbarian not to show reaction to the possibility that theLady might not care for blood sports. 'I wish I could say yes,my Lady, but if you were to leave now, before your enemiesmove to depart . . .'

 

Mara returned a slight nod and faced dutifully forward.And the fact that she must endure strictly for the sake ofappearances sparked a wild anger in Kevin. Under hisbreath, in reckless reaction, he hissed, 'I will never understandyour people and your game -'

 

The trumpets drowned out his protest. The grounds crewleft the arena at a run, as yet another door boomed open. Adozen fighting men in outlandish battle harnesses struttedonto the sand. Each wore leather wristbands set with studs,and headdresses of varicoloured plumes. They advanced intotal disregard of the audience for whom they wereimported to amuse, and halted finally at the arena centre,their swords and shields held in relaxed confidence.
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Kevin had heard of the proud mountain men who:inhabited the far eastern highlands. Alone among the peopleto defeat the Empire, they had forced a truce betweennations some years before the Tsurani invasion ofMidkemia.

 

The trumpetS blew again and the herald cried an intro"auction. As these soldiers of the Thuril Confederation haveviolated the treaty between their own nations and theEmpire, by making war upon the soldiers of the Emperor,they have been cast out by their own people, who havenamed them outlaws and bound them over for punishment. cThey will fight the captives from the world of Midkemia. AD

will strive until one is left standing.'

 

Trumpets called for the event to begin. As the large doorsat the end of the arena swung ponderously open, Lujanvolunteered an observation. 'What is the games directorthinking of? Thuril will not fight one another if they defeatthe Midkemians They'll die cursing the Emperor first.'

'My Lady, be ready to leave quickly,' Arakasi broke in. 'Ifthe fight is a disappointment, the mob will likely turn iugly . . .'

 

Since Tsurani custom seated commoners on the levelsabove the nobility, in the event of violence the higher classesof the Empire would need to fight their way up through ariot to reach the available exits. Kevin wondered at themuch vaunted Tsurani discipline, but as if sensing histhought, Arakasi contradicted.

 

'These gameS sometimes awaken a bloodlust in thecommon folk. There have been riots before, and nobles havedied in them.'

 

The seemingly endless contradictions of these peoplebaffled Kevin only briefly, for that moment a dozenMidkemians marched from the opened archway oppositethe Warlord's dais. Their original metal armour was far toocostly an extravagance to be used for arena entertainment;
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in place of good chain mail and armoured helms and shields,these captives wore garishly painted facsimiles fashioned ofTsurani materials. One shield bore the wolfs head ofLaMut, and another, in too bright, splashy colours, thehorse blazon of Zun.

 

Kevin bit his lip to keep from voicing his anguish. Hecould not help his countrymen! He would only get himselfuselessly killed and leave his beloved Lady an inheritance ofshame. But the outrage and the pain he felt would neveranswer to logic. Smouldering with pent-up emotions, Kevinclosed his eyes and lowered his head. These Imperial Gameswere a barbarity, and he was unwilling to watch good menwasted for the perverse sake of a spectacle.

 

But instead of the clash of combat, a murmuring arosefrom the crowd. Kevin risked a look. The warriors of Thuriland Midkemia were not fighting but speaking. Catcalls andwhistles drifted down from the highest rim of the stadium asthe two combatants faced one another with something lessthan a bellicose posture. Now one of the Thuril pointed atthe crowd. While his words were too distant to hear, hisexpression reflected contempt.

 

One of the Midkemians stepped forward and a Thurilcame on guard, but a shout from his companion caused himto retreat a step. The Midkemian removed his leather helmand glared about the arena. Then, unthinkably insolent, hecast both armour and sword upon the sand. His shieldfollowed, the thump of its impact clearly audible in theabsolute silence. He spoke something to his companionsand folded his arms.

 

His example was shortly followed by the others in thearena. Swords, helms, and shields tumbled from loosenedfingers, until in a moment both Midkemians and Thurilconfronted one another, disarmed.

 

More catcalls came from the commoners, but as yet the
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higher classes seemed more amused than offended by thisodd behaviour. Danger did not seem imminent.

 

Until Arakasi tapped Kevin lightly and quietly on the arm.'Take this,' he whispered.

 

A knife heft slipped into the barbarians palm. He all butflinched in astonishment before his fingers closed. For aslave to carry arms meant a death sentence, and honourlesswas the freeman who dared to flaunt this law. That the SpyMaster did so indicated a circumstance of deadly peril. ToMara, Arakasi murmured, 'Lady, I will fetch your guardsand litter and have them brought as close to the arenaentrance as the Imperial Guards will permit. Then I will runback to your town house and muster your remainingsoldiers. Come away and meet us in the streets, as you can. Ihave . . . that feeling I spoke of earlier. I fear the worst fromthis.'

 

Mara gave no visible sign that she had heard, but Lujanset his hand upon his sword hilt, and Kenji and the other twowarriors came alert. Arakasi slipped quietly away.

Kevin held the blade against his forearm, eyes glued to thestrange tableau, while his peripheral senses took stock of theadvisers who conferred with masters and mistress's in theadjacent boxes.

 

Within the imperial box, the Warlord surged to his feet.The resounding catcalls and shouts redoubled. Mottledscarlet with rage, he shouted, 'Let the fighting begin!'

When the fighters on the sand defiantly held their ground,burly, leather-clad handlers rushed in to end their recalcitrance.They uncoiled needra-hide whips and began lashingthe warriors.

 

The crowd began to shout their impatience. Whistles andobscenities blended into a note ominously rising, as even thewellborn nobles objected to watching motionless men beingwhipped. Suddenly one of the Thuril grabbed a handler,jerked the man off balance, and caught the trailing lash. He
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whipped the leather around his enemy's neck and beganstrangling the life from him. The other handlers turned uponthe renegade and flailed at him viciously. Their blows drovehim to his knees, but his determination did not relent. Hetwisted the leather tighter and tighter, while his victimpuffed and turned purple, and finally died.

 

In the next stunned instant, before any could react, theThuril soldiers recovered their dropped weapons and surgedto the attack. The Midkemians joined them, and handlersdied, their whips cut into pieces and spattered red with theirblood.

 

An ugly mutter raced through the upper concourses.Kevin glanced toward the magicians to see if they mightintervene, but it seemed they had troubles of their own. Thebearded one called Milamber was standing, and though theBlack Robes on either side entreated him to return to hisseat, the magician would hear no pleas. Rage burned in hiseyes, hot enough to be felt across distance, and Kevin knewfear.

 

He glanced back to Mara, but a slight signal from Lujanindicated they must wait, even yet, to depart. Arakasi musthave time to fetch the litter and guard and bring them to theoutside stair. To be caught without an escort in the streetwas far too great a risk.

 

Suddenly a Black Robe at the Warlord's side rose and

swept his hand in an arc. A shudder ran down Kevin's spineand the hair prickled at his nape. Magic! And done with nomore effort than a wave of one hand; dumbstruck, theMidkemian saw the rebels on the sand buckle at the kneesand fall limp.

 

The Warlord's shout echoed over their helpless, prostrateforms. 'Now go bind them, build a platform, and hang themfor all to see.'

 

The crowd went still as a storm front. Lujan murmured,'Be ready!'
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Kenji and the warriors shifted forward in their seats.Kevin put a hand upon Mara's shoulder. Poised, andapparently at ease throughout the entire exchange, the Ladywas hardly immune to the sense of danger. Through touch,the man who loved her could feel that she trembled. Heached to reassure her, but the tension in the arena continuedthreateningly to build.

 

Young officers in the first rank of seats cried out in rage atthe Warlord's order. Vociferously they raised objection anddemanded the prisoners below be permitted a warrior'sdeath. Many had been Patrol Leaders in the forefront of thewar against the Midkemians or the Thuril. Enemies oraliens, the captives on the sand had proven their mettle inbattle; to hen' them like soulless slaves would bring shameto all the Empire.

 

Neither were the Great Ones remaining passive.Milamber exchanged what appeared to be heated wordswith another Black Robe, who strove unsuccessfully toplacate him. At length Milamber shouldered past, stillspeaking; the stout one rose to hurry after, too late. TheGreat One who had once been Midkemian was poisedmidway up the steps that separated the Black Robes fromthe imperial box.

 

On the sands of the arena, chaos reigned. Carpentersrushed in dragging tools and lengths of lumber, whilewarriors in Almecho's white armour escorted handlers togather up and bind the stunned warriors.

 

Warned by some nameless instinct, Kevin knew an instantof apprehension. The vast crowd in the amphitheatreseemed locked in the grip of the moment, mesmerized byfascination. Catcalls and shouts wavered off into silence,and all eyes watched the dark-robed figure next to theWarlord's box.

 

Milamber raised his arm. Blue flames slashed the air,scintillating even in full sunlight, and a bolt hurled
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downward and exploded amid the Warlord's guards. Livingmen were tossed in all directions, scattered like leaves beforewind. Carpenters and craftsmen lost their footing, and theboards and tools brought for scaffolding were whirled awaylike straw. Nobles in the lower seats were hammered intotheir chairbacks by the fury of the detonation, and a gustclapped in backlash over the rising tiers of seats. Milamber'shand made a striking motion, and his voice cut through thestunned silence left in the aftermath of the explosion. 'Nomore!'

 

The fat magician abruptly gave up pursuit. As fast as stoutlegs could carry him, he rushed into the imperial box, histhin companion right behind him. The two Great Onesconferred briefly with the Light of Heaven, who arose fromhis chair. The next instant, with no warning, both GreatOnes and Emperor vanished.

 

Too shaken to examine his amazement, Kevin caughtMara's arm. 'Right. That tears it.' Unceremoniously heraised her from her chair. 'If His Majesty sees fit to depart,we're leaving, too.'

 

Lujan raised no objection, but drew his sword and leapedover the back of his bench. At his orders, Strike leader Kenjiand both other warriors formed a rear guard, while theAcoma Force Commander forged ahead to keep up withKevin and Mara. Down the narrow aisle between boxes, thesmall party retreated in what approached unmannerlyhaste. Milamber's actions held most other spectatorsriveted, and those in the rows above Mara's line of flightcalled down irritable comments as the passage of the Ladyand her escort momentarily interrupted their view.

Tension built to a fever pitch as the Warlord's voice rangout in unmitigated fury. 'Who dares this?'

 

Milamber shouted answer. 'I dare this! This cannot be,will not be!' But the rest of his words went unheeded byAcoma warriors as running footsteps approached their

431

 

party from behind. By now at the juncture of the aisle andthe stair to the upper levels, Kevin spun around. He saw twostrange soldiers in maroon armour racing to overtake theAcoma escort.

 

Mara's rear-guard warriors halted and immediately drewtheir swords. Left with only Kenji for protection, Kevinshouted warning. 'Lujan!'

 

The Force Commander looked back. He took in thethreat and identified the armour at a glance. 'Sajaio! Theyserve the Minwanabi!' Still moving, he signalled to the twowarriors who prepared to stand interference: 'Keep station -iat your Lady's back.' To Kevin he added, 'We could takethem. But first we get Mara to safety.'

 

For the commotion in the arena showed no sign of -~abating. The Warlord screamed at the Magician, 'By whatright do you do this thing?'

 

Milamber's reply seemed to scourge the very air with his ~ ~ .fury. 'By my right to do as I see fit!'

 

Aware of little else beyond a sense of impending disaster,Kevin hurried Mara urgently forward. She tackled the stonestair gamely, despite the pegged soles of her sandals, whichunreliably caught on the treads and threatened to trip herup. Through whitened lips she gasped, 'All we know is inshambles. Chaos is upon us.'

 

Other figures stirred in the cross aisles; the guards of theSajaio hesitated in their pursuit of the Acoma. They :iconferred, and one doubled back. The other diligentlyresumed chase.

 

Now other retinues crowded the concourse stair, noblesand ladies and warriors withdrawing before the charged airof threat that lapped across the amphitheatre like theswelling quiet before cataclysm.

 

Lujan noted Kevin's shout, that one Sajaio warrior hadbroken away, presumably with instructions to fetch reinforcements.The Force Commander never missed stride.
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'Only a fool would start a fight now. Or haven't you beenlistening?'

 

Shouts from the imperial box ended with, 'My words areas law! Go!'

 

Mara started in fright and caught her sole on a crackededge of paving. Kevin snatched her back from a fall, all butscooping her slight weight into his arms to keep her upright.Out of the corner of his eye he saw Milamber directingwhite-clad Imperial Guards to free the prisoners who stilllay in unconscious heaps on the sand.

 

The Warlord gave way to uncontained outrage. 'Youbreak the law! No one may free a slave!'

 

Milamber's wrath towered and his voice sharpened tosteel. 'I can! I am outside the law.'

 

Kevin felt a surge of wild hope as he crested the last rise tothe concourse. The archway that led through to the streetlay barely a dozen strides ahead. 'Is that true?' he gasped toMara. 'Can Milamber free a slave?'

 

Mara returned a stark look of fear. 'He can do anything.He is a Great One.'

 

An overwhelming sense of imminent upheaval stirred thebeginnings of panic. Spectators started erupting out of theirseats and shoving onto the concourses. But their flight begantoo late.

 

One of the Warlord's Great Ones arose to challengeMilamber. Aware of mass fear, and the crowd like a risingwave behind him, Kevin pushed Mara toward the exit.Lujan raised his sword to stem the rush, while his warriorsshouted, 'Acoma!'

 

But not all in the mob fled the magic. Shouts sounded tothe rear, and five warriors in maroon armour raced toengage Kenji and the two soldiers. The Acoma Strike Leadernever hesitated. Rather than be attacked in full flight, hespun back with a cry of 'Acoma!' and charged the Sajaioattackers.
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The warriors rushed with him.

 

Kevin and Mara raced ahead, with only their ForceCommander left in reserve to defend them.

 

Sajaio and Acoma met between stairs. The clash of theirweapons passed unnoticed amid the vast upswelling of sound- the cries of awed spectators and the calls of warriors antguards who sprang to their masters' protection. Other folkcried out in amazement at the interplay between Milamberand the Warlord's pets that developed in the imperial box!

Then above such cries came screams of pain and terror.

Poised on the brink of the stair, Kevin risked a glanceback. From the area beside the magicians' box, a sizzlingdischarge of energy cracked out. Milamber's presencedisappeared in a searing dazzle; golden light entangled withblue in a fearful, blinding display. In the unearthly play ofshadow and light, the faces of the crowd were etchedsharply. Each expression held a reasonless need to flee.People pushed, shoved, jostled and stumbled in a frenzy toclimb the stair. The combat initiated by the Sajaio soldierswas overwhelmed, swept away by the roiling thousandswho fled the magicians' wrath.

 

Kevin gripped Mara tightly. 'Run!' Barely ahead of thestampeding masses of spectators, he plunged with her downthe stair. In the flickering, incandescent flash of sorcery, theplume on Lujan's helm shone an unearthly green. Hisrepeated cry of 'Acoma!' vanished into the angry shouts andterrified cries from behind.

 

The stair plunged endlessly down. Mara ran andstumbled on her clumsy pegged sandals. Scared beyondpropriety by the danger, Kevin bent and caught her in hisarms. 'Kick your shoes off!'

 

Mara said something. Words could not be distinguishedover the noise.

 

'I don't care about the emeralds! Kick them off!' Kevincommanded.
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Her weight made him awkward on the stair. Despite hisbest efforts to run, they were falling behind Lujan, and nowKevin felt himself battered by pushing hands and buffetedby fleeing bodies.

 

Mara shed her sandals. In desperation, Kevin set herdown, his hand like a vice on her arm. He towed herrelentlessly against the jostle and pull of the mob.

Someone fell to his left. In an instant a thousandremorseless feet stamped over the hapless body. The victimnever screamed. The crushing weight of the mob rolled overhim, pressing air from his lungs and bruising him into apulp. A frightened, witless commoner jammed hard againstKevin's linked arm, tearing at his hold upon Mara. By reflexhe drew Arakasi's knife.

 

His Lady's wrist slipped through his grasp; now he heldonly her fingers. Over the shoulder of the man who stillshoved, Kevin glimpsed her expression of sheer terrorbefore he lost sight of her completely.

 

His hand, joined to hers, all but loosened; he wept as hedrove the knife through the back of the person who thrustinto them.

 

The weight fell away, and he jerked in merciless desperationupon the one bit of Mara he still held. She reeledfree of a wedge of panicked craftsmen and tumbled into hisarms.

 

'Acoma!' The shout sounded near; Kevin stared out overthe heads of the mob and blessed his Midkemian stature. Atonce he spotted a pair of soldiers in green armour hammeringa path through the rush.

 

'Here!' he screamed. 'Here!' He waved his hand, forgetfulthat he held a bloodied blade. 'I have Mara!'

 

The warriors changed course toward him, their beaconhis unmistakable red-gold head.

 

Suddenly Lujan was with him. 'Put that away!' hescreamed, pointing to the knife. He fell in before the
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barbarian and used his bracers like clubs to fend off th;

worst of the crush.

 

Kevin hid the knife. He pressed on, burdened with ~trembling Mara, who yet bravely struggled to stand. 'No!'he shouted in her ear. 'You're too small, and barefoot, also,Let me carry you.' ~

 

The stairs fell away underfoot. Kevin tripped, andrecovered, held upright by the shove of the crowd. They hadreached the concourse between the outer levels. Vaguely theMidkemian realized that Lujan directed their path with apurpose: by the stadium walls, surrounded by a wedge ofbeleaguered warriors, Mara's litter showed over running.heads, a flutter of green pennons against chaos.

A thunderclap pealed from the heavens. A gust struck'down like a blow, as the detonation knocked many of those

fleeing to the ground.

 

Kevin lurched forward, slammed into Lujan, and felt thewarrior brace to preserve balance. The effort failed. Bothmen crumpled to their knees. Ears ringing, Kevinshouldered Mara's weight. He shoved back to his feet,unmindful of scraped knees, and barged headlong towardthe litter. The crowd soon recovered, closing in relentlesspanic, until his elbow and side were jammed painfully intothe ridges of Lujan's armour. Kevin held ground grimly, andnearly tripped again as his feet entangled in an obstructionthat felt like a rag.

 

A warm rag: another unfortunate who had been trampled.:

A victim who might yet be Mara, if he were to lose her inthe chaos. Fighting a sickness in his stomach, Kevin grippedher silk gown until the force left his knuckles bone-white.

That instant, a fountain of energies erupted from thearena and sprayed across sky and clouds. The crowd wailedin consternation, heads turned heavenward to gawk. Drivenby morbid fascination, some brash folk tried to stem theflow of mass flight for a better view of the display.
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Kevin and Lujan used the respite to reach the wall, where abarrier of warriors in green closed around them, an eddy ofcalm in the turbulence. As the Midkemian set down hisshaking mistress, a voice pealed out over chaos. 'That youhave lived as you have lived for centuries is no licence for thiscruelty. All here are now judged, and all are found wanting.'

The magician: Milamber. Kevin knew a savage surge ofpride, that a man from the Kingdom had dared to placerighteous compassion before decadence.

 

The tone of the mob changed subtly. Driven by curiosity,and also by the beginnings of affront, a few people shoutedin amazement. Movement swirled through the masses asmore and more bystanders slowed their flight and shoved toreenter the arena.

 

'They are fools that would linger here,' Lujan shouted.'The mistress must be got safely home.'

 

Kevin reached out to steady Mara, saw blood on his hand,and belatedly remembered the knife. He made to surrenderthe weapon, but Lujan sharply shook his head. 'I didn't seeyou take that, and my eyes are blind if you use it in myLady's protection.'

 

Soldiers fell into a tight cordon, with Mara, Kevin, and ahalf-dozen hapless bearers clustered in a knot at tee centre.Out of habit, the slaves moved to their places by the litterpoles.

 

Then the voice of the magician echoed with unnaturalforce over the stadium. 'You who would take pleasure fromthe death and dishonour of others, see then how well youface destruction!'

 

Kevin shouted, 'To hell with the litter! Just run!'

Still greatly shaken by the commotion' Mara found hervoice and shouted, 'Yes, we must run!'

 

At Lujan's order, the cumbersome litter was abandoned.The guards regrouped their formation on the fly, and thedash for safety began afresh.
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A wind slapped outward from the arena, raising newscreams, and setting the plumes of the officersstreaming. Kevin felt his skin rise up into gooseflesh, andhe marvelled at a sensation nearly forgotten since leavinghome: cold. On Kelewan, no natural gust could carry sucha touch of ice.

 

As if in response, Milamber's voice cried, 'Tremble antdespair, for I am Power!'

 

A keening wailed upon the air as the Acoma cordonbegan their rush down the lower stairway. The blusterygust increased as Milamber shouted, 'Wind!'

 

The gale swelled to a howl in response. A stink of deathrode the gust and set Kevin and the staunchest warriorschoking. They pressed on in their descent, forcing painet;lungs to inhale. Mara's face drained of colour, but she kept

pace with her retinue, down the steep stairs.

 

Their path was maddeningly crooked. Forced to skirtothers who had doubled over with nausea from the foulodour, Lujan called to his soldiers to keep step. Some whosuccumbed to sickness became trampled, while otherswere jostled and kicked by the flood of retreating citizens.

A low moan shivered the pavement. Created by nothingof this world, the sound tormented the ears withsubsonics. The warriors increased pace, and Kevin caughtMara's wrist to aid her down the last of the stairs.Ominously, the shadows deepened; the atmospheredarkened, and the sun vanished from view. Cloudsgathered above the stadium and swirled in a monstrousvortex.

 

That Milamber stood at its centre Kevin never doubted.He flung off fear with a laugh. 'He's going to make onehell of a show!'

 

Breathlessly jogging at his side, Mara shot him aconfused look. Belatedly, Kevin realized he had slippedinto the King's speech. He repeated his remark inTsurani.

 

She forced a brave smile.

 

They stumbled to the base of the stairs. Lujan halted as
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more guardsmen joined ranks, reinforcing the square ofprotection around their mistress. The outer ranks linkedarms, and they resumed course down the avenue as themagician behind them cried,'Rain!'

 

The resonance of the voice had damped slightly. Kevinsucked air into burning lungs and hoped the change meanttheir progress had distanced them from the vortex ofspells and trauma Milamber called in judgment upon thecrowd. The heavens opened, and icy drops slashed theair. The first fall sheeted into a downpour, soaking all inthe street to the skin. The last light vanished. Eyessquinting against the storm of elements, Kevin ran. Hekept hold of Mara's wrist, though her skin becameslippery, and her steps dragged against the cling of soddenformal robes. The rattle of rainfall against cobbles andarmour blended with the slap of fleeing feet. The cries ofthe crowd seemed dimmer, whipped to misery anddespair.

 

'Keep going,' Kevin exhorted Mara.

 

A few steps more, and he sensed the rain lesseningwith each stride.

 

The Acoma retinue reached the street that borderedthe arena, and the distant voice of Milamber cried, 'Fire!'

A collective peal of terror arose from inside thestadium. Mara looked back in horror, afraid for theunfortunates who were still trapped. Kevin turned tohurry her on and, through the pattering fall of thinningdroplets, saw a thing of terrifying, alien beauty. A display

of flames played through clouds that even yet splashedicy wetness upon the earth. Jagged bolts of lightning rentthe sky. A burning sting grazed Kevin's cheek as a rain ofpure fire began to fall.

 

Mara screamed. Flame blossomed in the silks thatcovered her head, and the wet did not stop them igniting.Soldiers slapped at the flames with their gauntlets, and theodour of seared hide and lacquer grew choking on thesmoke-filled air. They ran. Falling fires spattered sparks
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across the pavement, and, in fear for their lives, they ra nharder.

 

Lujan pointed. 'There!' A hundred yards away, across astreaming expanse of puddles and flame, sunlight shone :downuntroubled.

 

Kevin dragged Mara into a sprint, and still those lasthundred yards stretched like miles. And then they were safein the sunlight.

 

The soldiers slowed to catch their breath at stern ordersfrom Lujan. Winded men made poor fighters, and the streetswere a seething mass of frightened people and soldiersbattle-ready to defend their Lords. Kevin seized the respiteto look back. The madness above the arena had not stopped.Fire splashed down in lurid streaks, and the cries of thedying and the injured- mingled into one vast wail.

The streets,,were packed with suffering, blazing scarecrowsthat danced and flapped in an-agony of burning. ;~Singed survivors raced into safety and collided with craftsmenand slaves who had paused about their business togape. Many had fallen prostrate out of fear, while othersmade protective signs against the gods' displeasure; themost simple just stood in mute astonishment.

 

A faint word carried over the confusion. Kevin couldn'tmake out the meaning, but at a wave from Lujan he gentlyurged Mara forward. 'Do your feet hurt? We'd better keepmoving. I think we're still a little close to the action.'

Mara blinked, white-faced with exhaustion. Numbly shesaid, 'The matter of shoes must wait. To the town house.'

Lujan sent one soldier ahead to bring more warriors fromthe garrison to guard the Lady in her walk across town.Skilful in his guidance, the Force Commander kept to quietstreets; he avoided the temple precinct, where worshippers ~ iand priests seethed around offering-tables, chanting and ~ 4singing a rush of placating prayers. Runners hastened on ~,unknown errands, and beggars roved districts that were not.:
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in their usual province. Wary of attack, the soldiers kepttogether; Kevin kept a grip on Arakasi's knife. No ambushmaterialized, but an odd buzzing sensation rippled throughthe ground underfoot.

 

The vibration swelled to a deep-throated rumbling, andKevin knew a flash of fear. 'earthquake!' he shouted. 'Intothat doorway! Now!'

 

Lujan and his warriors wheeled smartly. They forcedaside a trio of commoners who sheltered under the arch ofan alehouse door. Made of solid stone, the portal had oncesupported two wooden panels, torn down forgotten yearsbefore.

 

The warriors passed Mara between them, sending herreeling into cover under the overhang. Kevin stumbled inbehind her, and, pressed on all sides by armoured men, hefelt the earth fall out from beneath his feet. The warriorsstaggered and buckled to their knees; others fell prostrate,while the litter bearers whimpered with their arms over theirheads. The force of the quake sent people reeling and fallingin the street, and screams arose from inside the alehouse asceiling beams collapsed and plaster and debris rained down.Crockery mugs spilled and clattered; buildings outside shedroof tiles, and cornices, and coping, to crash and shatter onthe pavement. Balconies collapsed, and screens tore, andpeople fell bleeding like tossed litter.

 

A stone wall nearby collapsed in a grating puff of dust,and the shaking increased. A bucking, surging motion rolledthe length of the avenue, and the air rang with the grindingcrash of splintering timbers and masonry. Kevin fought the

heave of the earth to reach Mara, but a pair of soldiersalready lay atop her, shielding her with their bodies.

On and on the madness raged; the very ground writhedlike a thing in pain. From across the imperial precinct, in thevicinity of the arena, the noise of wrenched stones rumbledand roared like an avalanche. The sound raged tireless as the
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sea, cut by tens

and pain.

 

Then the earth stilled between one heartbeat and the nextQuiet fell, and sun shone down through a haze of raiseddust. The street was left in wreckage, a battleground ofrubble and moaning wounded. Mashed between stones,crushed under splintered falls of lumber, lay the silentbloody dead.

 

Kevin pulled himself to his feet. His cheek burned withblisters, and his eyes stung from grit. As the soldiers aroundhim also recovered their footing, he helped Mara to rise.

Looking at her soiled face, with cobwebs of charred silkdangling from her tangled headdress, and wet robes plasteredto her body, Kevin repressed an urge to kiss her lingeringly onthe lips. Instead he dusted a fallen strand of hair from herearlobe and wakened the sparkle of an emerald ornament. Hebreathed a shaky sigh. 'We were lucky. Can you imagine whatit must have been like within the arena?'

 

Mara's eyes were still wide with shock. She was past allattempt to hide her trembling, but her voice held a grim hintof iron as she said, 'We can only hope that our Lord of theMinwanabi remained too long at the games.'

 

Then as if the wrecked beauty that surrounded hersuddenly wounded her, she gestured curtly to Lujan. 'Backto our town house, at once.'

 

Lujan formed up his company and began the long trekback through the devastated avenues of Kentosani.
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of thousands of voices shrieking in horror

 

Arakasi appeared later, his servants garb dusty and singed.Far from the arena and the site of Milamber's wrath, theAcoma house had taken only mild damage. But now a dozenwarriors held the outer door, and more stood guard in thecourtyard; the Spy Master advanced with cat-footedcaution. Not until he sighted Lujan in the hallway did hefinally relax his stance.
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'Gods preserve us, you made it,' the Force Commandergreeted in a hoarse-voiced rush of feeling.

 

In an instant, Arakasi was directed upstairs, where hebowed before his mistress.

 

Mara was seated on cushions, freshly bathed, but stillpale from the day's excitement. A scraped knee showedbeneath her lounging robe, and her eyes were shadowed byan anxiety that lifted at the sight of her Spy Master.'Arakasi! Well met. What news do you bring?'

 

The Spy Master arose from his bow. 'With my Lady'sforgiveness,' he murmured, and he raised a stained cloth anddabbed at a bleeding cheek.

 

Mara motioned to a maid, who hurried off for healer'ssalves and a basin. The Spy Master tried to brush hersolicitude away. 'The cut is of no consequence. A mansought to take advantage of the confusion and rob me. He isdead.'

 

'Rob a servant?' Mara questioned. The excuse wastransparent; more likely her Spy Master had risked gravedanger on her behalf, but she abided by his wishes andrefrained from embarrassing him with questions.

When Mara's party had arrived at the door to her townhouse, they had found the Spy Master absent, along with thebulk of her soldiers. Leaving a small garrison with Jican,Arakasi had made his way back toward the arena, but themadness caused by Milamber had disrupted his passagethrough the streets. The two parties had passed and missedeach other in the pandemonium.

 

The maid arrived back with a basket of remedies. Mara

nodded toward Arakasi, who looked irritated but submittedto having his cheek doctored at his mistress's insistence.

While the maid dabbed at the Spy Master's wound, Maraasked, 'The rest of our soldiers?'

 

'Back with me,' Arakasi answered, unwarrantablypeevish. He flicked a dark look at the maid, then finished his
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report. 'Though one warrior took a blow to his head fromfalling pottery, if you can believe, and is probably going todie.'

 

Mara watched the filth and old blood that came away onthe cloth. 'That's more than a scratch. The bone shows.' Sheadded the question that burned to be asked. 'What of thecity?'

 

Arakasi ducked the maid's hand. In a movement quick asa predator's, he caught up a clean rag and held it pressed tohis injury. 'My Lady should not bother herself with aservant's aches and pains.'

 

In the softening gloom of twilight, Mara's eyebrows rose.'And servants should not bother to aid their mistress's byrisking imperial charges for handing a blade to a slave? No'- she raised her hand as Arakasi drew breath- 'don'tanswer. Lujan swears he didn't see. There was a knife the tturned up bloody in the pantry, but the cooks insist it wasused to slaughter jigabirds.'

 

Arakasi loosed a sharp chuckle. 'Jigabirds! How apt.'

'Very. Now answer my question,, Mara demanded.

Still delighted, Arakasi obeyed. 'All is in chaos. There arefires everywhere, and many wounded. Kentosani looks as ifit has been overrun by an invading army in the quartersaround the arena. The Warlord has retired in shame,humiliated by the Great One, Milamber. The spectacle wastoo public and caused too many innocent deaths. I wagerAlmecho will end his sorry life within the day.'

'The Emperor?' Through her excitement at this momentousnews, Mara kept track of the prosaic. She dismissed themaid with orders to fetch a tray of supper.

 

Arakasi said, 'The Light of Heaven is safe. But theImperial Whites are withdrawn from all parts of the palacesave the family suite, where they protect the Emperor andhis children. The Council Guards remain on duty, but withno orders from the Warlord to direct them, they will not act.
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By nightfall, it should be presumed that house loyalty willprevail, and each company will return to its own master.What rules we know are temporarily suspended, with thecouncil weakened and the Warlord shamed.' Arakasishrugged. 'There is no law, except as strength demands.'

Mara felt chilled in a room that seemed suddenly darker.She clapped for servants to light lamps, then said, 'Lujanshould hear this. Do you think we could be attacked?'

Arakasi sighed. 'Who can know ? All is madness out there.Yet if I were to hazard a guess, we are probably safe for thenight. If the Lord of the Minwanabi survived the destructionof the games, then he is most likely hiding in his quarters, aswe are, taking stock of personal losses and awaiting wordthat sanity has returned in the streets.'

 

The tray arrived, brought in by a servant with Lujanstriding hard on his heels. Mara motioned for her ForceCommander to be seated, then had a round of chochapoured. She sat back and sipped the hot, reassuring liquid,while Lujan bullied Arakasi into treating his wound withsalve. The warrior's graphic descriptions of suppuratingsword cuts were enough to intimidate the bravest, andArakasi's courage mostly stemmed from stubbornness.Roused to pity by her Spy Master's harried frown, but notenough to let him escape being bandaged by the capablehands of her Force Commander, Mara judged her momentand intervened. 'If Almecho takes his own life, there will bea call to council.'

 

Eager for the diversion, Arakasi scooped up a cold meatpie. 'A new Warlord.'

 

Lujan tossed the unused bandage back in the basket ofremedies. 'Any who attend the election will be taking graverisks. There is no clear successor to the title.'

Yet that danger, while apparent enough, was not theworst imaginable. Mara raised steady eyes in the brighteninglight of the lamps. 'If ever the Acoma presence must be in
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Sounds of strife drifted in from the direction of the innercity, and running footsteps chased up and down the street.Whether these were men fleeing thieves, or assassins sent outto knife enemies, no one within the safety of walls daredopen their gates to know.

 

Three hours after nightfall, Strike Leader Kenji returned,

force in the council, it's to elect Almecho's successor. Onlyfive Lords command enough following to strive for the title,and one of those is Desio of the Minwanabi. His claim mustnever be permitted to succeed.'

 

'You have made bargains,' Arakasi allowed, 'compiledenough promised votes that you could carry an influence.But with all normal order overturned, do you dare rely onwho will be present to be counted?'

 

Now Mara's fatigue showed plainly. 'No greater riskcould exist than Desio wearing the white and gold.'

Lujan fingered his weapon hilt. 'Could that happen?'

'In the normal course of events, no. Now . . . ?' The SpyMaster shrugged. 'This morning, would any one of us haveguessed the reign of Almecho could end in disgrace beforesundown?' ~

 

The night beyond the window seemed suddenly morethan dark. Menaced by gathering fears, Mara longed for thecomfort of Kevin's arms; but he was outside with thewarriors, helping to repair gaps the earthquake had openedin the wall. Milamber had broken more than stones andheads in his contest against the Warlord. His deed hadundermined all hierarchy within the Empire, and the dustwould be long days settling.

 

'It would seem we must be ready for any eventuality,'Mara announced with firmness. 'Arakasi, when you areable, you will be needed back in the city. Keep abreast ofevery rumour. For soon the powers of this Empire willchange their course, and if we do not lay our path carefully,we may be crushed in the byplay.'

 

There followed a tense, sleepless night, while Lujan'swarriors rearranged furnishings and pulled old battle shuttersout of storage. The ancient dwelling in Kentosani had nottaken assault in many centuries, but the old walls were solid.The warriors fortified the gates and the doorways as best theycould, their work lit by slaves bearing lanterns.
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a sword cut in his shoulder and his armour chipped fromhard fighting. He found Lady Mara in the kitchen, deep inconsultation with Jican concerning food stores. By the slatein her hand, and the inventory going on, she looked as if sheprepared for a siege.





 

Kenji bowed, and the movement caught Mara's eye. Shecalled for a servant to bring chocha, and settled her StrikeLeader on a chopping table, while the battered basket ofremedies was once again fetched from the stores.

'The Sajaio were swept away by the mob.' Kenji foughtback a grimace as he reached to unbuckle his armour.

'Don't,' Mara said. 'Let me call a slave to help.'

But Kenji was too numbly focused on completing his dutyto take heed. As the first fastening loosened, he started onanother, and torturously resumed his report. 'The two menwith me were lost. One died fighting; the other perished inthe falling fire. The mob drove me far astray, though Ifought to return to the town house. Thick crowds jammedthe temple precinct, drawn there in fear of their lives. I triedto come by way of the waterfront, but the docks there

collapsed in the earthquakes.'

 

A slave appeared at Mara's summons and stooped to helpKenji with his armour. His wound was sullenly bleeding, thesilk padding underneath lacquer armour already ringedwith stains. 'There were riots, Lady.' Kenji gasped as thebreastplate was lifted from him. Sallow and sweating in hispain, he continued, his words laboured. 'The poor and thefisherfolk from the dockside started looting moored bargesand nearby shops.'
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Mara glanced anxiously at Jican, who had earlier noticed athe scarlet glow of fires and rightly predicted disastrouseffects upon trade.

 

'Some of the warehouses were torn open and gutted.Other folk swarmed away to the imperial precinct to demandfood and shelter from the Warlord.'

 

Mara waved Kenji to silence. 'You have done well. Restnow; and allow your hurts to be tended.' ~<

 

But the battered Strike Leader insisted on rising to makehis bow. As the slave brought warm water to soak thepadding away from his half-formed scabs, he sank back andendured the discomfort in a wretched lethargy ofexhaustion. r

Mara sat down and took the hand of her officer. She remainedwith him while his shoulder was tended, and

listened as sounds of distant strife mingled with the scratchof Jican's chalk. Spread on benches and tables were suppliesenough to last for several days. Thirty warriors might beenough to hold the gates against a mob bent on mayhem,but never a foray of armed force.

In the end, toward dawn, when Kenji-was bedded downand sleeping, Mara consulted with Lujan, and an officer waschosen to summon reinforcements from the nearest Acomagarrison.

Thuds and screams drifted in through the screens,incongruous against the liquid play of fountains. The sky laytinged by the glow of raging fires, and the streets were safefor no man. As Lujan let his messenger out the gate, he saidin worried parting, 'Let us pray to the gods that our enemiesare in as much disarray as we are.'

'Indeed,' Mare murmured. 'Let us pray.'
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Regrouping

 

The trumpet sounded.

 

After two days behind locked gates, with Acoma soldierscamped in garden and courtyard and even the downstairshallway, the noise was a welcome intrusion. Mara pushedaway a book scroll she had failed to read. Her nerves werelike overwound strings, responsive to the slightest movementand sound. She was on her feet ahead of thought, evenas the warriors on duty had blades half-drawn from theirscabbards.

 

And then reason caught up with defensive instinct. Anattack would not be heralded with a fanfare, nor take placein the light of midday. Trumpets could only signal a long-overduecall to council or other imperial announcement.Grateful the waiting was ended, Mara arose to go downstairs.

 

Arakasi had dispatched no reports in the interim. Marahad been reliant on hearsay bought by tossing coins over thewalls to rumourmongers, and what news she managed toglean was far too sparse for the enormity of the events thathad transpired. Word had passed like wind through thestreets the night before that Almecho had taken his life inshame. Odd talk also circulated that the Assembly hadnamed Milamber outcast and stripped him of his rank. Lessreliable sources said the barbarian magician had eliminatedthe Assembly altogether. That version Mara doubted; whenshe tried to imagine power on a vast enough scale to subduethe tempest that had destroyed the arena, her mind balkedat the concept.

 

Unasked, Kevin had dryly observed that he would not
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wish to be the one sent to inform the barbarian magician ofhis change in status.

 

Mara picked her way down the grand stair, which wasstacked like shelves in an armoury with helms and bracerslaid aside by resting warriors. Swords lay piled in corners,and the curved scroll of the balustrade became a musteringplace for spears. Since the arrival of the relief troops, heroriginal thirty warriors had swelled to a garrison of one ~hundred, and the guest suites were all jammed with:officers.

 

The horn call had roused more sleepers, and the on-daqpatrol of seventy-five was fully armoured. Prepared forimmediate action, the men formed up at the appearance oftheir mistress and cleared a path between her and the door.Mara passed through and wondered that Kevin was notamong the dicers in the corner.

 

The dooryard outside was no less jammed with warriors.They formed ranks three deep in the narrow space as shesignalled for Lujan to unbar the street gate.

 

Four Imperial Whites waited on the other side, and aherald in a thigh-length robe of brilliant white. His badges ofrank flashed in the sunlight, as did the golden ribbon aroundhis head and his gilt-trimmed rod of office.

 

'Lady Mara of the Acoma,' he intoned.

 

Mara advanced a step ahead of Lujan and presentedherself.

 

The herald returned a shallow bow. 'I bring words fromthe Light of Heaven. Ichindar, ninety-one times Emperor,bids you retire to your home at leisure. Go in peace, for hisshadow is thrown across the breadth of the land and hisarms encircle you. Any who trouble your passage shall beenemies of the Empire. So he has decreed.'

 

The warriors behind Mara maintained an expectantstillness. But to the astonishment of all, the Emperor'sherald made no mention of a call to council. Without
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waiting for response, and speaking no further word,- heformed up his escort and marched down the lane to the nexthouse.

 

Surprised, Mara stood frowning in full sunlight while herofficers closed and barred her gates. She had lost weightsince the flight from the arena. Worry left her pale, withheavy shadows under her eyes, and now this latest developmentchilled her with bone-deep foreboding. If the Warlordhad died in disgrace, and the Lords of the Empire and theirfamilies were being sent home with no call to council, theimplication could no longer be doubted: the Emperor musthave entered the Great Game.

 

'We need Arakasi,' Mara said, coming back to herselfwith a start. She raised harried eyes to her ForceCommander. 'If the Emperor's guard keeps the peace, surelywe could send out a runner?'

 

'Pretty Lady, it will be done,' said Lujan, in an almostforgotten tone of banter. 'Safe streets or not, every man orservant here would run barefoot through mayhem if youasked.'

 

'I would not ask.' In a mix of grave amusement, Maralooked down at her own feet, still wrapped in soft clothsfrom her shoeless flight through the streets. 'I've tried theexperience. Jican has already received orders: my slaves areall getting new sandals.'

 

Which in its way showed the influence of the Midkemian,though on that point Lujan withheld comment. The mistresswas like no other ruler he had met, with her radical ideas,and her unflinching toughness, and her odd moments ofcompassion. 'If you think we could do with more floorspace,' he said, 'half the garrison could be sent to the publicbaths.'

 

Now Mara did smile. 'They don't like being stepped on intheir sleep? We are a bit overcrowded,' she allowed. In fact,the house smelled like an uncleaned, cheap public hostel.
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'Do as you see fit, but I want an extra company kept close athand within the city.' As she turned to reenter the townhouse to arrange her summons to Arakasi, she added a fiea I .thought. 'The last thing the Acoma are going to do is tuck up

tail and run home.'

 

When Lujan bowed, he was grinning.

 

The runner proved unnecessary. While Mara deliberatedover how best to get covert word to one of the agreed-uponplaces for leaving messages, the Spy Master himself showedup in the guise of a vegetable seller. The first Mara knew ofthe event was a commotion from the kitchens, and anuncharacteristic bout of temper from Jican.

 

'Gods, don't slice him with that meat cleaver,' Kevin saidin a merry baritone. His laughter echoed up the broadstaircase, and aware that her irate hadonra would retaliateby having her lover scrape latrines, Mara hurried down tointervene.

 

She found her Spy Master leaning on the wheel of ahandcart filled with a cargo of spoiled vegetables that somethrifty soul had saved to feed livestock. 'There aren't anyfresh ones in the market,' Arakasi was saying reasonably toJican. When that failed to placate the red-faced little man, headded on a note of hope, 'In the poor quarter, these melonswould fetch good prices.'

 

In danger of laughing outright after days of trauma andworry, Mara made her presence felt. 'Arakasi, I have need ofyou. Jican, ask Lujan for an escort of soldiers, and go andfind some edible meat to butcher. If you find none, thosemelons won't smell so terrible.'

 

Arakasi pushed off from his perch, bowed, and lefthandcart and contents to the hadonra. 'Happy hunting,' hemurmured as he passed, and earned an intent look fromMara. 'You seem in a fine mood this morning,' shecommented.
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'That's because nobody else is,' Kevin interrupted. 'Hedoes it just to be perverse.'

 

The barbarian fell into step with mistress and Spy Masteras she retraced her way through the scullery, then settled forconference on the stone benches laid out in a circle withinthe courtyard.

 

Mara liked the place, with its flowering trees and its softvoicedtrio of fountains. But her manner was far fromlanguid as she opened, 'Is it certain Almecho is dead?'

Arakasi shed a smock that smelled ripely of fruit mould.'The Warlord performed the rite of expiation before all hisretainers and friends, including two Great Ones. His bodylies in state in the Imperial Palace.'

 

'You heard there is no call to council?' Mare questioned,and now her concern showed through.

 

Arakasi's lapse into levity ended. 'I had heard. SomeLords are already grumbling, and Desio's voice is theloudest.'

 

Mara closed her eyes and breathed in the sweet scent offlowers. So fast; events were moving all too swiftly. For thesake of her house, she must act, but how? All the knownlaws had been broken. 'Who will rule?'

 

'The Emperor.' All eyes turned to Kevin.

 

Mara sighed in a burst of impatience. 'You do notunderstand. The Emperor rules as a spiritual leader. Whilethe daily business of the Tsuranuanni is conducted by theimperial staff, the High Council governs the nation. Allpolicy begins there, with the Warlord foremost among thegreat Lords of the land.'

 

Kevin hiked a thumb over his shoulder in the generaldirection of the palace. 'I seem to remember someone saying

the Light of Heaven never went out in public, either, butthere he was, big as life, sitting at the games. This Emperorhas already changed the way of his fathers, as I see things.Ichindar may be more intent on governing than you think.'

Arakasi stroked his chin. 'If not he, then the Great Onescould be at play here. There were an inordinate number ofthem present the other day.'

 

'Everyone has guesses,' Mara interjected. 'What we needare facts. Who survived the debacle at the games, and werethere any suspicious accidents in the aftermath?,

'Far more injuries than fatalities,' Arakasi said. 'I willwrite you a list before I leave. If a momentous precedent isbeing set at the palace, there are agents I can approach withquestions. For now I advise caution, despite the Emperor'speace. Many streets are still blocked with debris. The priestsof the Twenty Orders have opened their temples to housethe homeless, but with trade disrupted at the docks, food isscarce. There are hungry, desperate people at large who areevery bit as dangerous as assassins. Repair work began atthe waterfront this morning, but until the markets reopen,the streets will be perilous to walk.'

 

Mara made a rueful gesture at the wrappings on her feet.'I shouldn't be going out until my litter is replaced, in anyevent.'

 

Arakasi rose, stretched, and flexed his hands until hisknuckles cracked. Mara regarded him narrowly. The cut onhis cheek was healing, but the surrounding flesh lookedmore drawn than she recalled. 'How long has it been sinceyou slept?'

 

'I haven't,' said the Spy Master. 'There has been too muchto do.' With the faintest distaste, he picked up the discardedfarm smock. 'With your leave, my Lady, I will borrow backthat handcart and seek your guards and hadonra. Themarkets may be closed, but I do have ideas where Jicanmight buy vegetables.' His head vanished briefly behindcrumpled, filthy cloth as he tugged the garment over hishouse robe. Tousled, squint-eyed, and looking every inchthe weathered field hand when he emerged, he added, 'Theprice will be very dear.'
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'Then Jican will owe you no favours. Go carefully,' Marabade him.

 

Arakasi bowed and stepped under the arch that led intothe house, where he instantly became all but invisible; hisvoice issued softly out of the shadow. 'You'll be staying?'Then, after barely a pause, 'I thought so.'

 

And suddenly he was gone.

 

Kevin regarded his Lady in the greenish light fallingthrough the trees. 'You won't be persuaded to go home toAyaki?'He asked also for himself, at the back of his mind aneed to speak to Patrick, and share with his countryman thenews that weighed on his heart since the games: Borric andBrucal routed, and the Kingdom open to invasion.

For an instant Mara looked anguished. 'I cannot gohome. Not with this much change under way. I must beclose to the seat of power, no matter in whose charge thingsfall. I will not have House Acoma crushed as a consequenceof other men's decisions. If we are in peril, I will cherish myson beyond the last breath in my body, but I will act.'

Her hands rested tense on the stonework. Gently Kevincaptured them in his own warm palms. 'You are frightened,'he observed.

 

She nodded, which for her was a momentous admission.'Because I can act against a plot by the Minwanabi or anyother enemy Lord. But there are two forces in the Empire Imust bow before without question, and one or both are atplay here.'

 

Kevin needed no prompt to guess she referred to theEmperor and the Magicians. As her gaze darkened andturned inward, the Midkemian knew she worried also forher son.

 

Three more days passed, filled with the sounds of marchingsoldiers in the streets, and the grind of carts bearing away

wreckage, rubble, and bodies. Mara waited, and took
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reports from Arakasi, delivered in strange forms and at oddhours of the night. Kevin laconically remarked that the SpyMaster had a knack for spoiling-their lovemaking, but thetruth was that boredom left the couple more time forindulgence. His prediction that the Emperor would undertakethe rule of the Empire proved partially correct, butmore than one game within politics was under way, andArakasi diverted all his resources into uncovering whosehand pulled the strings.

 

As time passed, and the council members scrambled toassemble a profile of the emerging power structure, itbecame plain that Ichindar's intervention was not a whim.He had planned carefully and kept men ready to step in andconduct the business usually left to the factors and agents ofthe Council Lords. The puzzle became clearer as Arakasibegan to unwind which factions provided Ichindar withsupport. Members of the Blue Wheel Party, nearly all ofthem absentees from the chaos at the Imperial Games, wereat the heart of the plot. Even the old Imperial Party families,who could claim ties of blood, were outsiders in this neworder.

 

Since the declaration of imperial peace, the city beganrecovery from its wounds. Repairs of the destructionwreaked by the barbarian magician began with thelaborious clearing of broken stones and timbers. For days aspire of smoke rose over the vicinity of the arena as the deadwere brought there and burned. Stories of Imperial Whiteshanging looters or black marketeers who were hoarding putan end to both practices. Moorings were set in the river, andsmall craft used to ferry goods ashore while new docks werebuilt on old pilings; the shops began slowly to restock.Servants with shoulder yokes and handcarts picked theirway around fallen stones to do business.

 

Ten days after the disaster at the games, Mara receivedreports from Sulan-Qu. There had been a small influx of
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refugees there, and some fighting over salvage on theriverbanks, but Acoma interests had not suffered. Nacoyareported that, except for Ayaki's tantrums, all was quiet at theAcoma estate. The worst the First Adviser had contended withwas Keyoke, who had to be dissuaded from sending half thestanding garrison to Kentosani to extricate his mistress. Theyhad reamed she was safe, Nacoya wrote, through Arakasi'sagents. Mara set down the inscribed parchment. Tears blurredher eyes as she thought upon the devotion of those who lovedher. She missed her son unbearably, and vowed to spend moretime with him at the earliest opportunity.

 

Fast footsteps sounded in the hallway. Mara heard herguards snap to attention, and then Arakasi appeared,looking hollow-eyed and grim. In a total breach of protocol,he burst into her private quarters and threw himself facedown on the carpet in absolute obeisance.

 

'Mistress, I beg forgiveness for my rush.'

 

Caught in a moment of weakness, Mara dabbed at hereyes. She knew she ought to feel frightened, but events werechanging so quickly, she felt as if they were happening tosomebody else.

 

'Be sealed,' Mare said. 'What is the news?'

 

Arakasi rose, and his eyes roved the chamber, seeking.'Where is Kevin? He should hear this, as you will certainlywant his opinion.'

 

Mara flicked her hand, and her runner departed for thekitchen, where the Midkemian had gone for hot chocha.Already returning up the stairs, the barbarian slave enteredalmost immediately. 'What's the excitement?' he asked as heset down a tray laden with a pot and assorted cups. 'A bit ofspiced chocha hardly seems cause for getting nearlyknocked flat by your runner.'

 

Kevin's back was turned to Mara as he bent to pour thefirst cup, and he had not noticed Arakasi, who habituallysought the least conspicuous corner.
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'First, the barbarians -'the Spy Master began.

Startled into rattling the china, Kevin spun. 'You!' Hecovered his overreaction with a sour smile. 'What about thebarbarians?'

 

Arakasi cleared his throat. 'The outworlders havelaunched a completely unexpected and massive counteroffensive.Our armies on Midkemia have been overwhelmed

and routed back to the valley where we control therift! We have just suffered the worst defeat of the war!'

Tactful for once, Kevin reined back a laugh of joy. But hecould not resist a smug look at Arakasi as he handed hisLady her spiced chocha.

 

'What else?'Mara asked, sure there must be more becauseof her Spy Master's precipitous entrance.

 

'Second,' Arakasi ticked off, 'the Emperor has agreed tomeet with the barbarian King to discuss peace!'

Mara dropped her cup. 'What?' Her exclamation cut -tacross the smash of china, and steaming chocha splashed in

a flood across the floor.

 

Kevin stood rooted. Mara ignored the drenched tiles, andthe fine spray of stains that spread slowly through the hemof her robe. 'Peace?'

 

Arakasi continued, speaking quickly. 'My agent in thepalace sent word this morning. Before the Warlord's lastmajor offensive, two agents of the Blue Wheel Party slippedthrough the rift with the outbound troops. They wereKasumi of the Shinzawai and a barbarian slave, and they left*the encampment and carried words of peace to thebarbarian King.'

 

'That's why your Shinzawai friend wasn't at the games,'Kevin said. 'He didn't know if he was going to be a hero oran outlaw.'

 

Mara pulled wet cloth from her knees, but called nomaids to assist. 'Kasumi. That's Hokanu's brother.' Her
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eyes narrowed. 'But the Blue Wheel Party would never dosomething this bold without-'

 

'Without the Emperor's approval,' Arakasi interjected.'That's the gist. Ichindar had to be willing to discuss peaceprior to dispatching any envoy.'

 

Mara turned pale as she considered. 'So this is why theLight of Heaven was prepared to step in and rule.' Slowlyshe added to Kevin, 'Your appraisal of our Emperor may bemore accurate than we gave you credit for, my love.Ichindar meddled in the Great Game, and none knew.' Sheshook her head in disbelief. 'This goes counter to alltradition.'

 

Kevin pulled a napkin from the tray and knelt to dam theflow of chocha. 'You're one to talk. I seem to recall you'vebent one or two traditions to the point of twisting thembeyond recognition.'

 

Mara protested. 'But the Emperor . . .' Her awe made itclear she considered the Light of Heaven to be just short of agod.

 

'He's a man,' said Kevin, the hand with the dripping ragrested on his bent knee. 'And he's young. Young men oftendo unexpected and radical things. But this one's lived apampered life, for all his boldness. He's surely naive if hethinks he can skip in and order your power-hungry TsuraniLords to pack up and go home and grow radishes.'

Arakasi said, 'Mistress, whatever "radishes" may be, Ifear Kevin is right.'

 

'There's another hand in this,' Mare insisted, unsatisfied.She glared at her sodden overrobe, then threw it impatiently

off. Fine cloth finished where Kevin's ministrations had leftoff, but if a few silk cushions had been saved, Mara nevernoticed. 'Had the magician Milamber not caused Almecho'sdisgrace, how would things have proceeded?'

 

If the question was rhetorical, the progression was nothard to trace. Even Kevin could follow that the Blue Wheel

459

 

Party would have once more reversed policy and withdrawnfrom the Alliance for War. This would have left Almechowith only Minwanabi as a major supporter. With theAcoma and the Xacatecas busy worrying the Minwanabiflank, Desio could not afford to increase support. Almechoand his party would have been deadlocked, after thirteenyears of near-absolute rule.

 

Kevin wrung his rag savagely over the chocha tray andvoiced the only viable conclusion. 'So your Emperor wouldhave barged into the High Council to announce a peaceproposal, and your Warlord would have lacked enoughsupport to confront him. Very neatly done.' Kevin finishedwith a whistle of admiration. 'Your Ichindar is a very smartboy.'

 

Arakasi appeared inwardly calculating. Even had thingsgone as Kevin surmises, I don't think our Emperor wouldhave risked an open confrontation with the Warlord. Notunless he had some special avenue of appeal.'

 

Kevin's eyes widened. 'The magicians!'

 

Mara nodded. 'Almecho has his "pets", so Ichindarwould need allies to counter them.' To Arakasi she said, 'Goand speak with your agents. Discover, if you can, whoamong the Great Ones is a likely candidate to have beeninvolved in this game. See if one has a special relationship toany within the Blue Wheel, especially the Shinzawai. Theyseem to be at the heart of things.'

 

.~

 

As her Spy Master bowed and departed, Mara's gazesharpened as if she viewed some private vista from a place ofdizzying height. 'Great changes are coming. I feel this likethe breeze that brings the butane,' she said in reference tothe bitter, dry wind that in the old stories raised the spirits ofdemons and set them free to roam the land. Then, as ifthoughts of mythological evils and present-day strife gaveher shivers, she ruefully acknowledged her clumsiness. 'But
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one can hardly seize the initiative while swimming inpuddles of chocha.'

 

'That depends on what sort of initiative,' Kevincountered, and he rescued her from the disaster by sweepingher into his arms.

 

The upheaval precipitated by Milamber brought in a fewsmall concessions. As trade resumed, and shortfalls openedopportunities, Mara received word from Lord Keda that herterms for the warehouse space had been accepted. Thedestruction along the dock front in Kentosani had made heroffer the only option, and a premium would reward the firstgrain shipments to reach the market on the flood. LordAndero conceded her the Keda vote with a minimum ofsureties; with no High Council called to session, such apromise held questionable value.

 

Yet Mara dispatched a messenger with word of heracceptance anyway. Any promise was worth more than nopromise at all, and from the information brought by her SpyMaster, the ruling Lords who were not busy exploiting tradeadvantages were displeased with the Emperor's machinations.Peace, they said, was a coward's act, and the gods didnot favour weak nations.

 

The news came thick and heavy after that; Mara spent yetanother morning in conference with Arakasi, while Kevindozed in the shade of a tree in the courtyard. He did not hearuntil later, when official word came, that the Light ofHeaven had departed for the City of the Plains, his intent tocross the rift to Midkemia and negotiate for peace withLyam, King of the Isles.

 

Kevin shot bolt upright at the mention of the Midkemianname. 'Lyam!'

 

'King Lyam,' Mara repeated. She tapped the parchmentdelivered to her town house by imperial messenger. 'So it iswritten here, by the Emperor's own scribe.'
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'But Lyam is Lord Borric's son,' Kevin remembered, adazed look on his face. 'If he's King, that can only meanKing Rodric, Prince Erland of Krondor, and Borric himselfare all dead.'

 

'What do you know of King Lyam ?' Mara asked,

choosing a seat by his side.

 

'I don't know him well,' Kevin admitted. 'We playedtogether as children one time. I just remember him as a bigblond boy who laughed a lot. I met Lord Borric once at acommanders' meeting.' He fell silent, wrapped in thoughtsof his own land, until curiosity caused him to ask to read theparchment. The Emperor of Tsuranuanni did not believe intravelling without half the nobles in his Empire, it appeared.Kevin's mouth quirked wryly. By imperial command, theLight of Heaven's honour guard consisted of the Warchiefsof the Five Great Clans and the eldest sons of half the otherLords in Tsuranuanni.

 

'Hostages,' the Midkemian said outright. 'The Lords willhardly defy edict and make bloody trouble with their heirsin the Emperor's field army.'

 

The arena of politics suddenly paled. Kevin shut his eyesand tried to imagine the brown-haired youth in gilt armourseated across a table with Borric's son Lyam, who was alsoyoung . . . and it came home to Kevin, like a slam to theheart, that time had passed. The war had gone on, andpeople had died in his absence. He did not even know if hisfather and elder brothers were alive. The thought stung, thatfor years he had forgotten to care. Seated in a beautifulcourtyard, surrounded by alien flowers and a woman from aculture that often seemed incomprehensibly cruel, Kevinthird son of the Baron of Zun, took a deep breath and triedto take stock of who he was.

 

'But why should Ichindar go there?' Mara mused, unmindfulof his turmoil. 'Such a risk to our Light of Heaven.'

Her thoroughly Tsurani viewpoint sparked shock, and
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Kevin bridled. 'Do you think our King would come here?After your warriors have been ravaging his lands for nineyears? "Forget we've burned your villages, Your Majesty.Just step through this gate into our world!" Not bloodylikely. Remember, this King has been a field commanderwith his father's army almost since the start. He knowswhom he faces. Trust will be a very thin commodity in theKingdom of the Isles until your people prove otherwise.'

Mara conceded that Kevin was right on all points. 'Iwould guess from your perspective we would be worthy ofdistrust.'

 

Her equanimity struck a nerve, mostly because he expecteda fight. Kevin laughed, a cold and bitter sound. 'I loveyou as the breath of my life, Mara of the Acoma, but there isjust one of me. Thousands of my countrymen know theTsurani only upon the battlefield. What they see are menwho have invaded their homeland for bloody conquest.There will be no easy peace in all this.'

 

Framed by an arching trellis of akasi vines, Marafrowned. 'Do you infer that Ichindar will be asked tosurrender the lands the Warlord has gained?'

 

Kevin laughed again. 'You Tsurani. You believe thateveryone thinks as you do. Of course the King will demandthat you depart. You're invaders. You're alien. You don'tbelong on the Midkemian side of the rift.' Caught by anupwelling tide of irony, Kevin looked into Mara's face. Shelooked worried, even hurt, but uppermost was her concernfor him. That wrenched. She did not share his concept ofcruelty, could never grasp what it cost him to beg for theconcessions that had given Patrick and his fellow slaves themost basic sustenance. Torn by his improbable love and hisinborn sense of justice, Kevin rose precipitately and left.

The trouble with the Kentosani town house was that ithad no vast yards to get lost in. Mara found Kevin within afew minutes, crouched on their bed mat, casting small

pebbles into the fish pool that separated the outer screenfrom the wall shared with the building next door. She knelt

and circled his waist with an embrace from behind. With hercheek against his back she said, 'What do you see in the fish

pool, beloved?'

 

Kevin's reply held flinty honesty. 'I see years of pretence. Ilet myself become lost within your love, and for that I am

grateful, but upon hearing of this coming peace . . .'

'You remember the war,' she prompted, hoping he would

talk.

 

Mara sensed bitterness behind the fine tremors of ragethat coursed through him as he said, 'Yes. I remember. Iremember my countrymen, my friends, dying trying todefend their homes from armies we knew nothing of,warriors who came for reasons we could not understand.

Men who asked for no parley, but who just came andbutchered our farmers, took our villages, and occupied ourtowns.

 

'I remember fighting your people, Mara. I didn't think ofthem as honourable foes. I thought of them as murdering

scum. I hated them with every fibre of my being.'

She felt him sweat with the memories, but when she didnot withdraw, he made an effort to calm himself. 'In all this Ihave come to know you, your people. I . . . can't say I find

some of your ways pleasant. But at least I understandsomething of the Tsurani. You have honour, though it's a

different thing from our own sense of justice. We have ourhonour, too, but I don't think you understand that fully.And we have things in common, as all people do. I love

Ayaki as if he were my own.

 

'But we're people who have both suffered, you at the

hands of my countrymen, me at the hands of yours.'

Mara soothed him with her touch. 'Yet I would changenothing.'

 

Kevin turned within the circle of her arms and looked
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down at a face shining with tears that were considered anunconditional weakness in her culture. Immediately he feltshamed. 'You'd not save your brother and father if youcould?'

 

Mara shook her head. 'Now I would not. Most bitter ofall is that knowledge, my beloved. For to alter my past~griefs, I would never have had Ayaki, or the love I share with~you.' Behind her eyes were other, darker realizations: she~would never have ruled, and so would never have known theintoxicating fascination she found in the power of the GreatGame.

 

Stunned by her soul-bearing honesty, Kevin felt his throatconstrict. He held Mara close, letting her tears wet hisshoulder through his shirt. Half-choked by emotion, he

said, 'But as much as I love you, Mara of the Acoma . . .'

She let him push her away. Her eyes held his as shesearched his face and discovered the harsh truth he could nolonger evade. Fear twisted her spirit, and a sorrow not feltsince the day fate had forced her to assume the mantle of theAcoma. 'Tell me,' she snapped. 'Tell me all, now.'

Kevin looked tortured. 'Ah, Lady, I love you beyonddoubt . . . I will until death. But I will never embrace thisslavery. Not even for you.'

 

Mara could not bear to look at him. In this moment, forthe first time, she at last knew the depth of his pain. Grippinghim desperately, she said, 'If the gods willed it . . . wouldyou leave me?'

 

Kevin's arms tightened around her shoulders. As if shewere his only antidote against pain, he held her; yet he saidwhat could no longer be denied. 'If I could be a free man,then I would stay with you forever. But as a slave, I wouldtake any expedient I could to return home.'

 

Mara lost the heart to control her sobbing. 'But you cannever be free . . . here.'

 

'I know. I know.' He brushed damp hair from her cheek
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and lost his own poise with the touch. His tears fell as freely:as hers. The depths had been shared at last, and acknowl[edged while they loved each other desperately, there would alwaysbe this open wound, as vast as an ocean and as deepas a chasm, and as wide as the rift between worlds.

Events in the Holy City revolved around the coming peace:conference. With only days left before the Emperor's: ~departure, the Ruling Lords of the Empire exchanged: ~:heated speculation over what terms had been agreed to inadvance; yet even Arakasi's network could glean onlysparse information on that subject. Mara spent long hourscloseted with her scribes, sending messages to allies and:tentatively confirming ties. Occasionally she entertainedother Lords whose town houses were located nearer to the innercity and whose households had been inconveniencedby damage.

 

Small frustrations and concessions balanced larger ones'The craftsmen were slow in replacing her lost litter; withevery carpenter in Kentosani busy fixing broken rooftrees;:Lintels, and doorframes, not even an apprentice could beborrowed from the work. Jican bargained to no avail.Imperial decree held a freeze on all private contracts untilthe dockside warehouses were rebuilt. Mara resignedherself to playing host to those she wished to see, until LordChipino of the Xacatecas heard of her straits and sent areplacement litter as a gift. |

 

It was Xacatecas purple and yellow, and well chipped,since a succession of Isashani's daughters had used it forshopping excursions. Jican remedied the matter by delvinginto the cellars after paint, but there were still no craftsmento be hired. The task in the end fell to Tamu, a runner slave:whohad outgrown his post and graduated to formal

messenger. But for three days after, young Tamu sat idle .because his hands and arms were stained green to the elbow.
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But at least the litter looked passable. Mara made socialcalls and compared her findings with Arakasi.

 

Overtly, the ruling Lords of Tsuranuanni were supportiveof the Emperor's intervention; they sent their eldestsons to serve the imperial delegation, and they did notbreak peace. But beneath compliant manners, each Lordjockeyed for position, and counted enemies, and madecompacts. Frustrated in their desire to convene the council,the rulers of all the great houses made covert, alternativeplans.

 

Mara paid particular attention to the movements of theMinwanabi. Tasaio remained in exile in the remote westernislands. But Desio had insinuated another cousin,Jeshurado, into the former Warlord's army as Subcommander,which gave Minwanabi an ally in the Emperor's

camp. Desio was one of the five Warchiefs who would be inattendance at the conference on Midkemia, along withAndero of the Keda, the Lord of the Xacatecas, and the Lordof the Tonmargu.

 

But Clan Oaxatucan named no Omechan Warchief,

owing to bitter infighting over who should succeed the seatleft vacant by Almecho. His eldest nephew, Decanto, wasthe obvious choice, but another nephew, Axantucar, hadshown unexpectedly strong backing from other members ofthe clan. Since the most vigorous factions were deadlocked,and many held back from supporting either man, Decantoand Axantucar were forced to cede the privilege to a thirdcousin, Pimaca, to act as Omechan Warchief for theimperial honour guard.

 

Mara's inquiry into the role taken by the Great Ones haddrawn no clear answers. But Arakasi did find a relationshipbetween the Assembly of Magicians and the Blue WheelParty. As Mara watched the water fall in silver streams fromthe fountains in her courtyard garden, the Spy Masteraddressed that point. 'It turns out that the Great One Fumita
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was once the younger brother to Lord Kamatsu of theShinzawai, and is Hokanu's true father.,

 

Mara showed astonishment. For whenever and whereverarcane talent was discovered, the Assembly took that manfor training and broke all ties to family. Children wereraised by relatives as if they were their own, their ties to theirnatural parents 'forgotten'. 'So Hokanu is Kamatsu'sadopted son and actually a nephew by blood.' Since hismother had sworn service to the temple of Indiri after herhusband's departure, Kamatsu and Kasumi were the onlyfamily Hokanu had known since the age of ten.

 

'Do you know if Fumita ever visits his son?' she asked ofher Spy Master.

 

Arakasi shrugged. 'Kamatsu's house is well guarded.Who can know?'

 

Recognizing that the continuance of her house would bebetter served by cultivating Hokanu's interest, Mara wasequally curious to ply him for information on the chancethat Fumita's commitment to the Assembly might have aweak point: that he might not have entirely put aside familyconcerns, and had been influential in bringing the Shinzawaiand the Kanazawai Clan aid from the magicianS.

But any thought of Hokanu led endlessly back to thethorny hedge of pain concerning Kevin. Mara sighed. In arare moment of abstraction, she watched the water dropsfall and fall, then firmly forced herself to concentrate onmore immediate concerns. If she indulged herself in preoccupationwith personal troubles, the Acoma would be

overwhelmed at the next move of the Great Game.

The Light of Heaven would depart downriver in fourdays. If he succeeded in his peace with the Kingdom of theIsles, all houses would be equally disadvantaged. But if theEmperor failed, there must be a call for a new Warlord.Otherwise Ichindar, ninety-one times Emperor ofTsuranuanni, would face open revolt in the council. It had
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been centuries, but regicide had occurred before in theEmpire.

 

A short while later, Mara clapped her hands for herrunner. 'Tell Jican we shall move our quarters to theapartment in the Imperial Palace this afternoon.'

'Your will, Lady.' The slave boy bowed and raced off tocomplete the errand as if happy for the chance to run.

Jican received the order like an antidote to frustrationafter days of simply assessing damage. Kevin was set towork lifting carry boxes outside to the waiting needra carts.On the stairs and landing, crates of jigabirds rubbed edgeswith parchment satchels, and the Lady's coffers of shellcentis and centuries. At least the number of warriors hadthinned down. One half of the company had relocated to apublic barracks in the city. Of the others, fifty would serve asescort to see their mistress across town, of which twentywould return to guard the town house grounds.

 

Removed from the bustle, Mara sat in the courtyard withpen in hand, scribbling notes to Keyoke and Nacoya. Toensure other houses could not pry into her affairs, the Ladyentrusted Lujan to carry her missive to the fastest bondedguild messenger. 'Add this verbal message to my report,' sheinstructed. 'I want the bulk of our army ready to march at amoment's notice, and as near to Kentosani as Keyoke thinksprudent. We must stand prepared for any turn of events.'

Dressed in the plain armour he preferred for the field,Lujan accepted the sealed parchments. 'We prepare for war,my Lady?'

 

Mara said, 'Always.'

 

Lujan bowed and left without banter. Mara set down herpen and rubbed cramped fingers. She took a deep breath andheld it a moment, then let it slowly out, as she had beentaught at the temple. Kevin had forced her to see the ways of

her people with new eyes; she understood that greed andambition were masked by tradition, and honour became the
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justification for endless hatred and blood. The youngEmperor might strive to change his people, but the GreatGame would not be abolished at a stroke by imperial edict.No matter what she felt, no matter how tired she became, nomatter what regret came her way, Mara knew there wouldalways be the struggle. To be Tsurani was to struggle.

Kevin had thought the great hall was impressive, but theImperial Palace complex beyond the High Council's meetingpiece was even more grandiose. Mara's retinue enteredportals wide enough to admit three wagons drawn abreast.Behind, doors whose weight required a dozen slaves to shiftboomed closed. Sunlight vanished, leaving a dry, waxscenteddimness lit purple-blue by cho-ja globes suspendedon ropes from a ceiling over two storeys high. The corridorwas immense, with worn flagstone floors, and two levels ofgalleries rising up on either side. Off these were doorwayspainted in riotous colours; each led to an apartmentassigned to a council member's family, with those closest tothe outer walls belonging to the lowest in rank.

'Forward,' commanded Strike Leader Kenji to the honourguard, his voice a flurry of echoes off a ceiling dim underlayers of varnish and dust.

 

Kevin marched at mid-column, beside his Lady's litter.Except for the Acoma retinue, the hallway was largelyempty. Servants in imperial livery moved briskly from thistask to that, but otherwise the enormous complex appeareddeserted.

 

'Which is the Acoma apartment?' Kevin inquired of thenearest bearer slave.

 

The Tsurani returned a look of disgust at Kevin'sirrepressible tongue, but out of pride he could not resistgiving answer. 'We are not on the first hall, but the seventh.'

A moment later, Kevin understood the odd reply, whenthe honour guard turned a corner and he saw a vast

.
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intersection ahead, where several other corridors joined in aconcourse. 'Gods, this place is huge.' Then he looked up andsaw that this section had four tiers of galleries, accessed bywide stone staircases that zigzagged between landings. Yetfor all the grandeur, the building seemed empty.

Then he realized that, unlike the area that housed thecouncil hall, these passages had no mixed companies ofguards on duty. 'It's so quiet.'

 

Mara peeked out of her litter curtains. 'Everyone is at thedocks, bidding the Emperor and his honour companyfarewell. This is why we hurried here- better chance toenter unobserved. I did not want to risk meeting ImperialGuards right now.'

 

They ascended no stairs. The Acoma apartment complexwas situated at ground level near a slight bend, andidentified by a lacquered green door with a shatra bird seal.The corridor stretched away from the crook for a hundredyards in each direction, with gigantic portals and mareintersecting halls at either end. By now Kevin had deducedthat the apartments were arrayed in semicircles around thecentral dome that housed the High Council hall. Set out inblocks, another three hundred or so small complexes turnedthis section of the palace into a warren of halls and passages.

Two massive apartment complexes stood adjacent toMara's, and opposite lay the residence of House Washota,its green and blue doors securely closed. Past the bend, thedoorways had yet more majestic decorations, from vaultingarches obscured by sixty-foot-high silken hangings, tocarpeted stairs and urns overflowing with flowers. Thesewere the apartments of the Five Great Families, with thesmaller gallery complexes above reserved for guests andvassals. The allotment of space was by rank, but barracksroom did not vary. Every Lord in the Empire could dwellwithin the Imperial Palace with a maximum retinue oftwelve.

 

Yet Mara had brought fully thirty Acoma warriors intothe palace precinct. Though technically she flouted a rule todo so, there were no patrols mustered in the corridors. Inunstable times she knew full well that other Lords would dolikewise, or bring still more warriors if they could manage it.

At Kenji's discreet tap, the green door opened. Inside, twoguards bowed to their mistress and made way for her retinueto enter.

 

Jican bowed also, as her litter was set down in the smallanteroom. 'The area is safe, Lady,' said the hadonra, and athis shoulder, Lujan gave Mara a slight nod.

 

Then the rest of the warriors crowded through the outerdoor, leaving Kevin barely enough space to raise his Ladyfrom her litter. Judged by the standards of the town house,the apartment seemed spartan. The wooden floors held littlebeyond old woven carpets and cushions, and an occasionalceramic oil lamp. And then Kevin realized: the heavierfurniture had been moved to block all the windows anddoors. The apartment was three rooms deep, and the innerchambers opened into a small terrace courtyard. But todaythe Tsurani passion for breezeways and open doors wassacrificed for safety. Several screens had been nailed shutand backed with heavy wooden barricades.

 

'Expecting an attack?' Kevin asked no one in particular.

'always,' Mare answered. She looked sad as she reviewedthe steps her warriors had taken to secure her familyquarters. 'We may not be the only house to realize that nowis the perfect time to enter without attracting notice.Imperial Whites will always be on duty in the ImperialFamily's complex, but without council-sanctioned guards,this area is now a no-man's-land. We travel these halls andconcourses at our own peril.'

 

While the bearers began the task of piling Mara's carryboxes against an outside screen, Arakasi arrived, his facedrenched in perspiration. He wore the loincloth and sandals

of a messenger, and his hair was tied back with a ribbon toodirty for anyone to reliably determine its colour.

Mara threw off her travelling robe, a look of inquiry onher face. 'You look like a merchant's runner.'

Arakasi replied, eyes alight with sly humour, 'Runnerswearing house colours are being waylaid by everybody.'

This drew a slight laugh from Mara, who softened atKevin's blank look and explained. 'Merchants' runnersoften don house colours, because that discourages streeturchins from throwing stones at them. But now a messengerin house colours is apt to be seized for information. Sincestone bruises are less to be feared than torture, roles havebeen reversed.' She asked Arakasi, 'What news?'

'Strange bands of men move through the shadows. Theyhide their armour under cloaks and carry no badge of houseservice. Imperial servants give them a wide berth.'

'Assassins?' Mara asked, and her eyes held her SpyMaster's without shifting as a servant retrieved the robe thattrailed from her fingers.

 

Arakasi shrugged. 'They could be that, or some Lord'sarmy being smuggled into the city. They might also beagents of the Emperor sent under cover to see who seeks tobreak the peace. Someone highly placed let slip someinformation that has caused a stir of talk.'

 

Mara sank down onto a nearby cushion and motionedpermission for the others to retire.

 

But Arakasi declined. 'I won't be staying, except to addthat it appears that some of the demands made by the Kingupon the Emperor are . . . very odd.'

 

This piqued Kevin's interest. 'How do you mean?'

'Reparations.' In spare tones, the Spy Master qualified.'Lyam demands something on the order of a hundred

million centis to compensate his nation for damages.'

Mara shot straight on her cushions."impossible!'

Kevin calculated and realized that the Midkemian
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sovereign was being generous. In Kingdom terms, Lyam wasasking for something close to three hundred thousandgolden sovereigns, which would barely replace the cost ofkeeping the Armies of the West in the field for nine years.'That's half of what he should ask for.'

 

'The amount is not the issue, but the concept of payingdamages,' Mare said in acute frustration. 'Ichindar cannotdo so and keep his honour. It would shame Tsuranuannibefore the gods!'

 

'Which is why the Light of Heaven refused,' Arakasi cutin. 'Instead, he takes a "gift*" of rare gems to the young King,the value of which should approximate a hundred millioncentis.'

 

Appreciative of the Emperor's ingenuity, Mara smiled.'Not even th, High Council can deny his right to giveanother monarch a gift*.'

 

'There's this other thing.' Arakasi's dark eyes flickedmeaningfully to Kevin. 'Lyam wishes a prisoner exchange.'

This drew a strange, emotionally weighted look betweenthe barbarian slave and his mistress. With a strangereluctance to her tone, Mara turned back to Arakasi. 'Iunderstand what he asks for, but will Ichindar?'

Arakasi returned the openhanded shrug of the Tsurani.'Who can say? Giving slaves to the King of the Isles is not anissue. Lyam could do as he pleased with them. More to thepoint, what would the Emperor do with our returning warcaptives?' A silence developed, for it was true that inTsuranuanni the honour and freedom of such men couldnever be restored.

 

Suddenly tired, Mara studied her feet. The bruises left*since her flight from the arena had nearly faded, butemotional wounds between Kevin and herself over issues ofslavery and freedom ached still. 'You have word on theMinwanabi?'

 

As if he had prompted the change of subject, Arakasi's
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mouth thinned. 'They ready more than three thousandsoldiers for war.'

 

Alarmed, Mara looked up. 'They are coming to the HolyCity?'

 

'No.' But the Spy Master had only thin reassurance tooffer. 'They merely ready themselves upon the Minwanabiestates.'

 

Mara's eyes narrowed. 'Why?'

 

But it was Lujan who answered, and bitterly, from thedoorway, where he paused after appointing his warriors toguard posts by every window and door. 'Desio fears theimperial peace with reason, my Lady. If you abandon

conflict with the Minwanabi, you renounce only a commitmentto blood feud. Some might judge Acoma honour

compromised, but who would fault you for obeying theLight of Heaven? But if the Emperor forces peace amongwarring houses, Desio forfeits his blood oath to Turakamu.He must destroy us before the Emperor's power becomestoo strong to challenge, or offend the Death God.'

Kevin took the liberty of asking a servant to bring hisLady a cool drink. He could sense her effort at self-controlas she asked, 'Would Desio risk attacking the Emperor?'

Arakasi shook his head. ~Not openly, but should the HighCouncil find cause to unite against Ichindar's will, Desiowould have the largest army within striking distance of theHoly City. That offers a dangerous combination.'

Mara chewed her lip. With the Omechan Clan dividedbetween Decanto and Axantucar, the danger was apparent:Desio could become the new Warlord if a large enoughfaction of the High Council decided to use force to defyimperial edict.

 

Kevin added an unwelcome observation to this reflection.'Three thousand Minwanabi swords outside the CouncilHall could make a persuasive argument even if Desiodoesn't have a clear majority.'
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Wrung by more than fatigue, Mara regarded the drinkbrought in by the servant as if it contained deadly poison.Then she put off dark thoughts. 'The truce meeting beyondthe rift won't happen for another three days. Until Ichindarand Lyam fail in negotiations, all is speculation. Now thatwe are safely within the palace, let us enjoy this quiet time.'

Arakasi bowed more deeply than usual and, like a wraith,departed. Mara watched the doorway for long minutes afterhe left, and returned to life only when Kevin settled besideher and gathered her into his arms. Trembling, afraid tovoice the uneasiness she felt inside, Mara finished he rthought. 'I fear much is carried upon the shoulders of a veryyoung man, and while the gods may favour our Light ofHeaven, they also may turn away from him.'

 

Kevin pressed a kiss onto the crown of her head. He heldno illusions. Like her, he understood that the best they couldhope for was that Arakasi could garner a last-minutewarning in the hour before an enemy attack.

 

For three days the Empire seemed to hold its breath. Outsidethe palace, the Holy City struggled back to normality, asworkers finished repairs to the last damaged dock andmasons borrowed fallen stonework from the arena to fix thegateways to the Imperial Palace. Fishermen left before dawnto draw their nets through the currents of the river Gagajin,and farmers drove the late season's crops in on heavilyburdened wagons, or floated them in on barges. Templeincense and flowers prevailed over the smell of the cremateddead, and vendors set up open air stalls within the rooflesswalls of their shops. Once more their singsong voices calledtheir wares to the attention of passersby.

 

And yet all these sounds and signs of industry helddreamlike transience, even for the poor and the beggars whostood furthest from the centre of power. Rumours respectedno class boundaries. And like the wrecked timbers still
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heaped like bones between the fabric of makeshift walls,disquieting undercurrents dogged the City's normality.Tsuranuanni's Emperor was upon another world, andIskisu, the God of Trickery and Chance, held the balance-notonly the peace of two peoples, but the stability of anancient nation: all hinged upon the meeting of mindsbetween two young rulers from vastly different cultures.

Deprived of the solace of her courtyard and fountains,Mara spent her hours within the small room in the centre ofthe apartment. With soldiers camped in the chambers oneither side, and guards at each door and window, shestudied notes and messages and maintained cautiouscontact with other Lords. Arakasi showed up almosthourly, in the guises of bird seller, messenger, and evenmendicant priest. He had not slept, but laboured tirelesslybetween brief naps, employing every tool at his disposal todiscover even the faintest shred of information that might beof use.

 

In an adjoining room, Lujan held sword drill with hissoldiers, one man at a time. The waiting frayed everyone'snerves, the warriors' most of all, since they could do nothingbut stand through endless idle hours on watch. Several moreAcoma companies had slipped into the city, and by dint ofclever planning and the use of a carpet dealer's eart, morewarriors had been smuggled into the imperial precinct.Mara's apartment garrison now numbered fifty-two, andJican complained. His scullions could not scrub potswithout banging into scabbards, and Lujan would havewarriors sleeping four deep on the carpets if he continued tomuster more troops. But the numbers of warriors wereunlikely to swell beyond the current count, for the Acoma aswell as other houses. Imperial Guards had noticed the influxof soldiers into the palace and were now inspecting allinbound wagons and servants to limit potential combatants.

Racing footsteps echoed through the outer corridor. The
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tap of the runner's sandals passed through the walls, aghostly, whispered counterpoint to the clack and snap ofswordplay between Lujan's sparring warriors. Mara heard,from her desk in the middle of the chamber. She stiffenedand looked wildly at Kevin. 'Something has happened.'

The Midkemian did not ask how she knew, or why this setof hurried steps should be different from those of any of thedozen or so runners that had passed by the apartment withinthe hour. Bored with being cooped up, and with the endless,dragging hours that passed between Arakasi's reports,Kevin bowed to the warrior he had challenged at dice, andcrossed the chamber to sit with his Lady. 'What's to do?' hemurmured.

 

Mara regarded the inkwell and parchment on her lapdesk. The pen in her hands was dry, and the letterunmarked, except for the name of Hokanu of the Shinzawaiin careful characters at the top. 'Nothing,' she replied.'There is nothing to do, except wait.'

 

She set down her quill and, to keep her hands busy, pickedup the Acoma chop. She did not say, and Kevin did notremind her, that Arakasi was late. He had promised to stopby in the morning, and by the white slash of sunlight thatglared through the barricaded screens, noon had come andgone.

 

Long minutes passed, filled by the patter of more runners,and the muffled, excited tones of someone speaking urgentlyfrom an apartment several doors down. The thin plaster andlath partitions between domiciles were not impervious tosound. While Mara made a pretence of trying to concentrateon the wording of her message, Kevin touched her shoulder,then slipped away into the kitchen to make hot chocha.

When he returned, the Lady had done little but dip herquill. The ink had set in the nib. Arakasi had not returned.When Kevin set the tray on top of the parchment, Mara didnot protest. She accepted the filled cup he handed her, but
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the drink cooled untasted. By then her nerves were showing,and she started up at the slightest sound. More steps passedby, all running.

 

'You don't suppose somebody's holding footraces, andmaking odds to pass the time?' Kevin suggested in anattempt at humour.

 

Lujan appeared in the doorway, soaked with sweat fromhis exercises, and still gripping his unsheathed sword.'Footracers don't wear battle sandals with studs,' hecommented dryly. Then he looked at Mara, who sat as stillas a figure in a china shop, with too little colour in her face.'My Lady, at your word, I could go out and find arumourmonger.'

 

Mara turned paler. 'No,' she said sharply. 'You are toovaluable to risk.' then she frowned, as she weighed whethershe should deplete her garrison by two and send a pair ofwarriors on the errand instead. Arakasi was three hourslate, and to hold uselessly to false hope was to invite yetgreater risk.

 

A scratch came at the outer screen. Lujan spun, his swordpointed at the barricade, and every other Acoma guard inthe room whipped around ready for attack.

 

But the scrape was followed by a whisper that causedMara to cry, 'Thank the gods!'

 

~ . .. . . . .

 

quickly, cautiously, the warriors let down the woodentabletop, wedged up by three heavy coffers, and crackedthe screen. Arakasi entered, a black silhouette againstdaylight. For an instant fresh air filled with the sweet scentof flowers swirled through the close apartment. Then Kenjifastened the screen and slotted the wooden pegs thatsecured it, and coffers and tabletop were replaced withswift dispatch.

 

In the falling gloom, Arakasi found his way to Mara'scushions in five unerring strides. He threw himself prostratebefore her. 'Mistress, forgive my delay.'
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At his tone, a mixture of disbelief and masked anger,Mara's brief joy at his return vanished. 'What's amiss?'

'All,' said the Spy Master without preamble. 'Wildrumours sweep the palace. There has been trouble upon thebarbarian world.'

 

Mara relinquished her quill pen before tension caused herto snap it. Somehow her voice remained firm. 'TheEmperor?'

 

'He is safe, but little more is known.' Arakasi's voicebecame gritty with rage. 'The barbarians acted with dishonour.They sang a song of peace while they plotted

murder. At the conference, despite their bond of truth, theyattacked suddenly and almost killed the Emperor.'

Mara sat speechless in shock, and Kevin cursed inastonishment. 'What?'

 

Arakasi sat back on his heels, his manner bleak. 'At theconference, a large company of those you call dwarves andelves massed nearby, and when the Light of Heaven wasmost vulnerable, they attacked.'

 

Kevin shook his head in denial. 'I can't believe this.'

Arakasi's eyes narrowed. 'It is true. Only through thebravery of his officers and the Warchiefs of the Five Familiesdid the Light of Heaven survive this treachery on yourworld. Two soldiers carried him back through the rift,unconscious, and there followed a terrible thing. The riftclosed and could not be reopened, trapping four thousandTsurani soldiers upon the Midkemian world.'

 

Mara's confusion sharpened into rapt attention. She drewa quick breath. 'Minwanabi?'

 

'Dead,' snapped Arakasi. 'He was among the very first tofall. His cousin Jeshurado died at his side.'

 

'The other Warchiefs?'

 

'Gone. Dead or not, none can say, but the rift exists nomore. All of the Warlord's honour guard remain trappedupon the barbarian world.'

 

480

 

.

 

,

,

 

.

.

 

l

 

;

 

.,

 

l

 

Mara couldn't comprehend the enormity of this.'Xacatecas?'

 

The list continued, inexorably. 'Gone. Lord Chipino waslast seen fighting Kingdom horsemen.'

 

'All of them?' Mara whispered.

 

'Scarcely a handful returned,' Arakasi said, anguished.'The two soldiers who carried the Light of Heaven and a halfdozen who served to marshal soldiers waiting on our side ofthe rift. The Imperial Force Commander was killed. LordKeda lay bleeding upon the ground. Lord Tonmargu wasnowhere to be seen. Pimaca of the Oaxatucan also wasunaccounted for. Kasumi of the Shinzawai was the one whoforced the Emperor to leave, but he did not himself pass therift.' Arakasi forced himself to take a breath. 'The runnerwho arrived in the city knew nothing more than this, myLady. I doubt at this time that even those involved could

hazard much beyond guesses as to who is gone. The lossesare too widespread, and the shock of the event far toosudden. After the Emperor assumes command, we may havea clearer idea of what occurred.'

 

Silent a long minute, Mara leaped to her feet. 'Arakasi,you must go out and ascertain an accurate list of losses andsurvivors. Quickly.'

 

Her urgency must not be denied. At a stroke the Empirehad lost its most powerful older Lords and the heirs to manyimportant houses. The effects would be too widespread toanticipate - houses in mourning, troops lost, and young,untried second sons and daughters thrown headlong intorulership. The aftereffects of such turmoil left only stunnedshock. But Mara knew that the ambitious would veryquickly transform turmoil to a devastating, bloody grab forpower. She understood what it was to have authority andresponsibility newly thrust upon one unprepared for them.

Knowing who was in that frightening predicament and whowas still alive to rule with experience could prove asignificant advantage in days to come.

 

As Arakasi bowed and hurried out, Mara stripped off herlounging robe and called for her maid to bring formalgarments. Kevin hurried to help her undress, while shedelivered rapid instructions. 'Lujan, ready an honour guard.We leave for the Council Hall at once.'

 

Caught with both hands full of pins as the maid beganarranging Mara's hair, Kevin said, 'Shall I go with you?'

Mara shook her head, then spoiled the maid's efforts byleaning forward and giving him a fast kiss. 'There will be nowelcome for one of your nation in this council today, Kevin.For your safety, please stay out of sight.'

 

Shamed by his countrymen's broken faith, Kevin did notargue. But a short time later, when thirty Acoma guardsmarched in lockstep and vanished beyond the far concourse,he wondered how he was going to survive the wait. For the ;Lady of the Acoma did not go to a council but to frightening,unmitigated chaos in which the strongest would movefastest to seize power.

 

Desio dead did not leave one enemy less on her heels, butrather elevated a more competent foe to primacy. Tasaionow ruled the Minwanabi.
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Grey Council

 

The hall filled.

 

Although there had been no sanctioned call to council,when Mara and her warriors arrived at the great chambermany Lords were there ahead of her. Perhaps a quarter ofthe seats were occupied, with more arrivals by the minute.The lack of council guards kept no ruler away; each Lordhad from a dozen to fifty armed men close at hand. Noimperial herald announced Mara's name as she entered thewide portals and descended the stair. This unofficial gatheringhad no pomp or ceremony; house rulers entered in theorder that they came, all concerns of rank set aside.

Neither did any particular house act as spokesman. SeveralLords conferred near the platform dais that customarily seatedthe Warlord or, in his absence, an appointed First Speaker ofthe Council. With Almecho dead, and all of the ClanWarchiefs either killed or lost, no single house held clear-cutsupremacy. But sooner or later, some Lord might try to seizepower or at least intervene to hinder the advancement of arival. Those Lords already present stood in tight-knit,whispering groups, divided roughly by faction. They eyed allnewcomers with suspicion, and kept their warriors close athand - no one wished to be the first to draw sword in thecouncil, but everyone was more than prepared to be thesecond. Mara swiftly scanned the gathering for familiar orfriendly house colours. The red and yellow of the Anasatistood out boldly amid a cluster of older nobles who conferredin the aisle between the lower-level seats and the dais. Mararecognized her former father-in-law. She hastened down tomeet him, taking Lujan and two warriors for protection.

Seeing Mara approach, Tecuma of the Anasati turned andbowed slightly. He wore armour, but the hair that showedbeneath his helm was now more white than iron-grey. Hisface, always thin, now seemed drawn taut to the bone, andhis eyes darkly shadowed.

 

In acknowledgment of a superior power, Mara returnedhis bow and said, 'Are you well, grandfather of my son?'

Tecuma seemed almost to look through her. He said, ''Iam well, mother of my grandson.' His lips thinned as he casta glance around the disordered bands of speakers in the hall.'Would that the Empire were as fit.'

 

'The Emperor?' Mara said, hungry for information.

'The Light of Heaven, from all reports, lies at rest in hiscommand tent upon the plain near the rift g"ate.' Tecuma'stone stayed hard. 'When Ichindar recovered from hisincapacitation, he made known to his officers that he seeks areturn to the Kingdom of the Isles to launch anotherinvasion. Yet our desire to punish these barbarians for theirtreachery may be frustrated. The Great Ones may manipulatea rift, but they do not control all its aspects. Whetherthis one to Midkemia can be reestablished is doubtful.'

Again the Lord of the Anasati regarded the house rulerswho gathered in the great hall, in defiance of the Emperor'sorders. He softened not at all as he concluded, 'Meanwhile,the business of the game continues.'

 

Taking swift stock of other elders present, Mara said,'Who shall speak for the lonani?'

 

Secure in his power, and holding a name among the oldestin the Empire, Tecuma said, 'Until Clan lonani retires toelect a new Warchief, I shall be its spokesmen.' abruptly hepointed across the room. 'There gathers Clan Hadama, myLady. I suggest you hurry there and make your presenceknown.'

 

'Lord Tecuma-'

 

The old man interrupted with his hand. 'Mara, I am agrieving man, so forgive my bluntness.' His manner grewpiercingly forced. 'Halesko was one of those trapped uponthe alien world - and by all reports he lay dying upon alance. I have lost a second son this day. I have no time for thewoman who took away my first.'

 

Mara felt her throat tighten. She bowed lower in sympathy.'My apologies, Tecuma. I was tactless not to realize.'

The Lord of the Anasati shook his head slightly in whatmight have been a gesture of suppressed disbelief, or pain.'Many of us mourn, Mara. Many brothers, sons, and fatherswere trapped upon the alien world. The loss is a blow to ourhonour and to our hearts. Now, if you would excuse me?'Without waiting for a reply, he turned his back on hisformer daughter-in-law and resumed the discussion she hadinterrupted.

 

Left outside his circle, and given a hostile look from theYellow Flower Party member cut off when she addressedTecuma, Mara moved on around the dais to the first set ofstairs, where the Hadama Clan chiefs stood in caucus.Several bowed with respect as Mara approached, whileothers gave her a perfunctory nod. One or two, along with apalsied elder seated in a litter chair, offered the Acoma rulerno sign of greeting at all. Mara took stock and said, 'Howmany losses have we suffered?'

 

The Lord of the Sutanta, a tall man in dark blue robe withpale blue trim, gave her a perfunctory bow. 'LordChekowara and his forty warriors are on their way from theCity of the Plains. The Lord of the Cozinchach and twovassals remain with the Emperor. Hadama's losses wereslight, since smaller clans were not placed in the forefront ofthe lines at the betrayal. Most of our rulers will be returning

to Kentosani within the week.'

 

'Who called this council?' asked Mara.

 

Lord Sutanta's leathery features stayed carefully blank.'Who called you here?'

Equally noncommittal, Mara said, 'I just came.'

With a wave of his hand, Lord Sutanta indicated thefilling chamber. 'No one here would speak against the willof the Light of Heaven.' He fixed bird-bright eyes uponMara. 'Also, no one here would see their firstborn son cleatof treachery and sit idly at home.'

 

Mara nodded, and inwardly concluded the things thatremained unsaid. The defiance of Ichindar's play for powerwas being politely acknowledged. But in the Great Game,courtesy often masked murder. The High Council ofTsuranuanni intended to make itself heard. There would beno formal meeting this day; too many Lords were absent.No Lord would make a move until it was known whichenemies and which allies remained alive to be reckonedwith. Today was for taking stock, and tomorrow was forplaying, seizing advantage over rivals for the openings thatchance had offered. And while this council was unauthorized,this meeting was no less a round of the Great

Game, for while a grey warrior could kill as easily as onesworn to house colours, so was this grey council just asdeadly as one with imperial sanction.

 

Mara stole a quiet moment for review. Acoma prospectswere not reassuring. The Minwanabi had lost a fewopponents and gained a new Lord who could use all theirresources, especially military might, to full potential. Theodds did not favour Lord Xacatecas. As Warchief of ClanXacala, Lord Chipino would have stood in the Emperor'sfront rank; his eldest son, Dezilo, would have representedXacatecas as third of the Five Great Families. Both werelost, which left Lady Isashani and a brood of offspring, theoldest of which were young and untrained for the Lord'smantle - Mara's strongest ally was now dangerouslyweakened. All too reliant upon Ayaki's tenuous blood tiewith the Anasati for some protection Mara felt as though a

cold breeze blew against her naked back.

 

Around her, like jagunas sniffing over corpses beforedeciding which choice bits to fight over, the ruling Lords ofTsuranuanni gathered with members of their clans, thensplintered off to speak with allies and factions, usually alongparty lines.

 

The Acoma were technically members of a minor politicalparty, the Jade Eye, but the connection had lapsed sinceLord Sezu's rule. Mara had little to do with party politics,being far too consumed by the need to preserve her housefrom obliteration. But with all the Empire now cast intoupheaval, no tie was too tenuous to ignore.

 

Mara threaded her way past Lord Inrodaka, and the Lordof the Ekamchi's fat second son, and a cousin of the Lord ofthe Kehotara, who conferred together in whispers and casther cold glances. Finding two other members of the Jade EyeParty beyond them, Mara approached and began a conversationthat devolved from lists of sad condolences. The deadand those abandoned beyond the rift seemed to haunt bytheir absence. Yet life in Tsuranuanni did not retreat fromlosses. Around the hall, members of the High Councilexplored byplays behind facades of polite conversation, andall the while they played, once more, the Great Game.

Lightning rent the sky, flashing silver-white on the greathouse of the Minwanabi. Seated at his lap desk, pen in hand,with fresh ink by his elbow, Incomo reviewed the documentsarrayed before him, ignoring the sound of drivingrain from outside. He was never a fast thinker, and now hisshock and disbelief would not leave him. The eventssurrounding the Emperor's betrayal still seemed the uneasyaftermath of a nightmare. That Desio was dead wasundoubted. Three witnesses reported seeing him go downwith arrows in his throat and chest - his cousin Jeshuradoalready dead at his feet. No friend or retainer had been nearenough to rescue the Lord's body from the chaos before themagical rift closed, forever sealing Kelewan fromMidkemia.

 

Incomo pressed dry palms to his temples and inhaled abreath of damp air. Desio of the Minwanabi rested with hisancestors, if indeed a man's spirit could cross the unknowablegulf between worlds. The rites had been said in theMinwanabi sacred glade by a hastily summoned priest, andrunners departed with the news. All that remained to bedone was await the new Lord's return from the outpost inthe western isles.

 

At that moment the screen at the First Adviser's backslipped open. Warm, damp air swept through the room,rufffling the parchment and spattering a fall of wind-bornedrops across the floor. 'I left orders not to be disturbed,'Incomo snapped.

 

A dry, incisive voice said, 'Then pardon the interruption,First Adviser. But time passes, and there is much to be done.'

Incomo started and spun around. He saw a warrior,backlit by a white flash of lightning, step through thedoorway. Water streamed off his battle armour and slickedhis officer's plume into spikes. Light-footed, lithe, andalmost without sound, the man reached the circle ofradiance cast by the room's single lamp. He swept off hishelm. Shadows circled his honey-coloured eyes, and wethair clung to his neck.

 

Incomo dropped his quill and bowed from the waist inobeisance. 'Tasaio!'

 

Tasaio looked Incomo in the eyes for a silent moment andthen said slowly, 'I'll forgive the familiarity this time, FirstAdviser. Never again.'

 

Incomo shoved his lap desk aside, spilling quill andparchment, and nearly upsetting the inkwell. He unfoldedgaunt legs and stiffly touched his forehead to the floor. 'MyLord.'

 

The boom of the storm filled silence while Tasaio lookedkeenly around the room. He did not grant Incomo permissionto rise, but studied the painted images of birds, theworn sleeping mat, and lastly, most leisurely of all, theprostrate elder on the carpet. 'Yes. Tasaio. Lord of theMinwanabi.'

 

At last given leave to sit upright, Incomo said, 'How didyou-'

 

The new master interrupted in a tone that was faintlyderisive. 'Incomo! Did you think yourself the only one withagents in this house? My cousin commanded my loyalty, butnever my respect. Never would I dishonour the Minwanabiname, but in my position only a fool would have left cousinDesio unobserved.'

 

Tasaio smoothed back drenched bangs, then adjusted theset of his sword belt. 'Since the moment I set foot on thatcursed island, I kept one boat in readiness, manned andprovisioned to leave. Day or night, if the call came, the linesneed only be cast off. On the instant of my cousin's death,those loyal to me sent word to the Outpost Isles.' Tasaioshrugged, scattering droplets in the lamplight. 'I took a boatto Nar and commandeered the first ship. When is the HighCouncil to elect a new Warlord?'

 

Eyes fixed on the runners of rainwater that threatened hissleeping mat, Incomo reordered his thoughts. 'Word cameonly this morning. The Light of Heaven has called the HighCouncil into session, to meet three days from now.'

In almost silken calm, Tasaio said, 'You would have letme miss that meeting, Incomo?'

 

Wet pillows quite abruptly ceased to matter. 'My Lord!'Again Incomo pressed his forehead to the floor. 'Desio's endwas most sudden. Our swiftest messenger departed withinthe hour, with orders to choose the fastest boat. I humbly

submit that I did my best. Do not fault a servant's limits,when my Lord has been clever beyond the expected call ofduty.'

Tasaio laughed without humour. 'I dislike pointlessflattery, First Adviser, as well as unconvincing humilityRise, and remember that.'

 

A loud peal of thunder rattled the house, and echoesboomed across the night-dark lake. With a field commander's ability to adjust his voice to noise, Tasaio said

'Here are your orders, First Adviser. Dismiss Desio's boa,servants and concubines. I have staff of my own, and they]will attend me as I don my robes of mourning. I shall sleep,this night in the officers' barracks. Tell my hadonra to clean'everything that belonged to Desio from the Lord's quarters.I want the chambers stripped. My carry boxes and personalitems will be fully installed by dawn, and the old Lord'srobes, bedding, and other personal items will be burned.'Tasaio's eyes narrowed. 'Tell the kennel master to cut the:throats of tie man-killer hounds - they will answer to noother master. After first light, assemble every member of thishousehold on the drill field. A new Lord of the Minwanabirules, and all must understand that inefficiency will not betolerated.'

 

'As my Lord wishes.' Incomo prepared for a sleeplessnight. He unfolded sore knees and made ready to stand, buthis master had not finished.

 

The Lord of the Minwanabi regarded his First Adviserwith flat, unwavering eyes. 'You do not need to indulge meas you did my cousin. I will hear your thoughts on allmatters, even if my opinion lies contrary. You may suggestas you see fit until the moment I give orders. Then you willsilently obey. Tomorrow we shall review the accounts andcall together an honour guard. By midday I wish to be in mybarge of state, on my way downriver to Kentosani. See thatevery detail is in order for my journey. For when I reach theHoly City I intend to present my case.'

 

'What case, my Lord?' Incomo inquired in tacit respect.

At last Tasaio smiled, a sword-sharp brightness to his.expression. 'Why, to assume the seat of Warlord, obviously.Who has a better claim than I?'

 

Incomo felt the hair stir at his neck. At last, after years ofwishful yearning, he would serve a Lord who was clever,competent, and ambitious.

 

Thunder shook the floor again, and rain slashed againstthe screens. Straight in the wavering flare of lamplight,Tasaio finished his thought. 'Once I wear the white andgold, we shall obliterate the Acoma.'

 

Incomo bowed again. When he rose, the room was empty,a draught through the darkened doorway the only trace ofhis master's visit. Silently the First Adviser considered thedesire he had never dared utter, but that fate and the godshad freely granted: Tasaio now wore the Minwanabimantle. Touched by a mood of dry irony, Incomo wonderedwhy the gift left him feeling worn and old.

 

The storm left runoff that trickled in streams around theluck symbols anchored to the roof peaks of the ImperialPalace, and downspouts dripped into puddles in the courtyards.Inside the building, the sound of falling water becamemuffled; draughts played like sighs up and down thecavernous corridors, setting streaming the flames of thoselamps that servants had bothered to light. Lujan' and fivearmoured warriors marched briskly through concoursesgloomy with shadows to report back to the Acoma apartment.

 

Mara met her Force Commander in the middle room,where she conferred with Arakasi. Kevin stood by the wallat her shoulder, his mood of biting sarcasm brought on byinactivity. He had a headache. His teeth were on edge fromlistening to warriors sharpen weapons, and the reek of thelacquer used to preserve laminated-hide armour made hisstomach queasy.

 

Before the Lady's cushions, Lujan arose from his bow.

'Mistress,' he said briskly, 'we bring word of new movementby Sajaio, Tondora, and Gineisa soldiers into apartmentspreviously unoccupied.'

 

Mara frowned. 'Minwanabi dogs. Any word of thekennel master himself?'

 

'No. Not yet.' Lujan unstrapped his helm and scuffed hisfingers through damp hair.

 

Arakasi looked up from the untidy pile of notes passed onto him that morning by his contacts throughout the palace.He regarded the Acoma Force Commander with hoodedeyes. 'In three more days, the Emperor will return to thepalace.'

 

Propped by one shoulder against the wall, his arms foldedacross his chest, Kevin said, 'Taking his own sweet timeabout it, isn't he?'

 

'There are a great number of rituals and ceremonies alongthe way,' Mara broke in, her irritation barely masked. 'Onedoes not travel with twenty priests, a thousand bodyguards,and five thousand soldiers and make speed.'

 

Kevin shrugged. Confinement and stress affected themall. For two days the business in council had been buildingmomentum. Mara spent up to fifteen hours at a stretchcloseted in the great hall. At night she returned so exhaustedthat she barely had inclination to eat. She looked peakedand thin, and despite lavish solicitude from her lover, whatlittle sleep she garnered was troubled. If the nights wereunsatisfactory, the days were worse. Inactivity of any sortburned Kevin's nerves, but even boredom had limits. Dutyin the scullery drove him to vocal rebellion, and though:seldom given to self-indulgence, he lacked the fatalism thatenabled the Tsurani warriors to endure in seemingly endlesspatience.

 

Mara sighed and took stock of her gains. 'So far I haveheld council with seventeen Lords, and have bound onlyfour to agreements.' She shook her head. 'A poor record. Noone wishes to commit, though many pretend to be willing.Too many factions contend for the Warlord's seat, and tosupport one candidate openly brings the enmity of all of hisrivals.'

 

Arakasi uncrumpled a note that carried a pungent smellof fish. 'My agent at the dockside reports the arrival ofDajalo of the Keda.'

 

Mara perked up at this. 'Is he in residence at his townhouse, or the Imperial Palace?'

 

'Patience, Lady.' Arakasi shuffled through his notes,discarded three, then scanned the coded script of anotherthat smelled intriguingly of perfume. 'Town house,' the SpyMaster concluded. 'At least for tonight.'

 

Mara clapped her hands for the scribe brought in to helpwith correspondence. 'Address this to Lord Dajalo of theKeda. First offer our condolences for the death of his father,along with our certainty that his end was both brave andhonourable. Then let Dajalo understand that the Acomahold a document over Lord Andero's personal chop thatbinds House Keda to one vote of our choosing. Dajalo, asnew ruling Lord, is bound to honour this.'

 

'Mistress,' Arakasi broke in. 'Isn't this a little . . . abrupt?'

Mara ran her fingers through the masses of her hair, theends of which were still crimped into curls from beingpinned. 'Perhaps I have acquired habits from this barbarianI keep around.' She paused, as thunder rolled in the distance.'Have no doubt. . . Tasaio of the Minwanabi will be amongus quite soon, and then I may need this vote instantly.'

A tap at the entry interrupted. A guard appeared in thedoorway and bowed. 'Mistress, our scouts report armed

men moving through the outer hallways of the palace.'

Mara glanced at Lujan, who jammed his helm overtangled hair and left still fastening the strap. Lightning

flickered silver beyond the outer screens, reduced to slitsbetween barricades now reinforced with raw boards. Kevin

resisted a caged animal's need to pace, while Mara andArakasi made a pretence of reading reports. The scratch ofthe scribe's quill filled the interval until the ForceCommander returned.

 

His bow was almost cursory as he said, 'Our lookoutshave spied two bands of soldiers, numbering twenty tothirty each. They pass in the shadows and would seem to bemoving toward another section of the palace.'

 

'What house?' Mare asked, half-fearful to hear the reply.

'None, pretty Lady,' Lujan's reassurance was dubious.'These wear black armour, without markings or badge.'

Mara raised eyes gone wide in the lamplight. 'Then it isbeginning.'

 

Lujan passed quiet orders to the warriors in the frontchamber. The last screen cracked to let in air was drawnshut and wedged in its frame with wooden pegs. A table wasturned on end and levered against the outer door, thenbraced in place with a massive bar. Now the humiditybrought in by the storm became like a stifling blanket.Arakasi seemed unaffected, where he sat in poised stillnessporing over his notes.

 

But Kevin sweated and chafed, his empty hands itchingfor a blade. The hours wore on toward midnight. Soundscame muffled through the walls. Footfalls splashed throughpuddles, or pounded down hallways and stairs, sometimesbroken by a shout. The rain ceased, and insects in Mara'sgarden rasped their nightly song.

 

Since nobody seemed inclined to attend to the commonplacenecessities, Kevin finally knelt at Mara's shoulder andpulled away the parchment she had held without reading foran hour. 'You must be hungry,' he coaxed.

 

Mara leaned her head against him. 'Not really. But Ishould eat something if I am to be alert in counciltomorrow.'

 

Kevin arose, prepared for the inevitable battle of willsthat transpired when he invaded the kitchen. Jican consideredany slave caught empty-handed to be fair game.Tonight he seemed primed for fight, since a squad of busyscullions was already scouring kettles and plates. As if thedin of crockery were a charm to ward away the distantsounds of conflict, every ladle or cup or soup bowl wasgetting sanded down and polished. Jican spotted Kevin inthe doorway, and his worried face brightened. 'The mistresswishes to eat?'

 

Kevin nodded, and found himself the startled recipient ofa tray of warm bread, cheeses, and fruit. Disappointed byhis easy victory, he swallowed a carefully prepared retortand returned to his Lady. He set down the supper and satwith her, while she made a concerted effort to takesustenance. In the end, Arakasi finished the food. Kevinurged Mara to bed, while at every window and door thewarriors waited like statues, prepared for an attack thatnever came.

 

Morning dawned. Mara arose from her cushions and calledfor her bath and her maids. Makeup erased the shadows ofworry from her face, and three layers of formal robesdisguised her thinness. At the last minute, just as she waspoised to leave, she turned and looked hard at Kevin.

Nettled by the prospect of another tedious day, heregarded her with reproachful blue eyes.

 

Mostly because she feared an attack on her apartment inher absence, Mara gave in to impulse and relented. 'Comewith me. Remain close and stay silent unless I tell youotherwise.'

 

Kevin fairly leaped to join her retinue. Lujan called herhonour guard to form ranks, and minutes later the Acomacontingent made their entrance into the Council Hall.

Sunlight angled across the dome overhead, spotlightingthe yellowed murals above the galleries. The upper seatswere already filled, with those lowest still empty. The chaoshad subsided enough for the Tsurani nobles to be once moreattentive to rank, Kevin observed. He followed Mara downthe steps, while Lujan took station with two other warriorsbehind her. The rest of her honour guard remained on theconcourse by the door, as if this council were no differentfrom any other.

 

But as she passed an empty chair on the way to herappointed place, Mara pressed her fingers to her mouth tostifle a cry of shock. 'Trouble?' Kevin murmured, hispromise of silence forgotten.

 

Mara returned a barely perceptible nod. Clearly unhappy,she whispered, 'The Lord Pataki of the Sida is dead.'

Kevin said, 'Who?'

 

'A man who was kind to me once, in defiance of publicsentiment. He was also a potential ally. Yesterday he washere, but this morning his seat is vacant.'

 

'How do you know he isn't just lingering over breakfast?'Kevin murmured.

 

Mara settled into her chair and nodded for her slave tostand behind and to her right. 'Only an assassin could havekept Pataki from this chamber.' She made an inventory ofthe nearby galleries. 'Three other Lords are also absent,from the look of things.'

 

'Friends of yours?' Kevin did his best to keep his voicedown.

 

'No. Enemies of Minwanabi,' answered Mara. Shesnapped her small ornamental fan open and murmuredsomething to Lujan, who arranged his warriors around herseat, then assumed the place nearest the aisle where hissword would be first in her defence.

 

The lowest gallery was now beginning to fill. Kevinlooked around at the great Lords of the Empire, dressed uplike peacocks in full plumage. Some sat like royalty in theirplaces, speaking to those who came to petition for favoursor alliances. Others stood in clumps, changing position orexchanging confidences like butterflies congregating aroundflowers. The Game of the Council was less an overt battlefor hierarchy than a subtle, endless sequence of encounter,rebuff, and social machination.

 

'I don't understand,' Kevin said after long minutes ofstudy. 'No one seems to act as if four of their fellowcouncillors were murdered.'

 

'Death is part of the game,' Mara answered, and as themorning wore on, Kevin came finally to understand. Toshow undue notice of another's defeat was to implydishonour, since murder in and of itself meant that someonewas responsible. In the absence of proof, the Tsuraniperceived only 'accidents'. A Lord might kill with impunity,and even win the admiration of his rivals for doing so, aslong as the forms were observed.

 

A middle-aged Lord sauntered up to Mara, who rose ingreeting and bowed. Social conversation was exchanged,with a word or two concerning trade issues. Kevin was leftto his own thoughts. This calm conducting of businessduring the day, while assassins had roamed the palace thenight before, frightened him beyond anything he had knownsince he was captured.

 

A rustle of voices swept through the room as a young manstrode into the lower gallery. Flanked by six guards inscarlet and grey armour, he assumed one of the moreimposing chairs opposite the central dais. Heads turned towatch as he motioned an adviser to his side. After a word inconference, the minister bowed and immediately hurried upthe steps to where Mara and the other noble spoke. Awareby a low stir of whispering that something significant hadoccurred, Kevin watched the exchange.

 

The adviser made Mara a bow. 'My Lady of the Acoma,my Lord wishes you to know that the Keda stand ready tohonour any debt incurred in their name.'

Mara inclined her head slightly, and the ministerdeparted. This message had a profound effect upon the manwhose conversation was interrupted. His entire mannerchanged, from dominance to sincere subservience. Andsuddenly several other lesser nobles were making their waydown from the galleries, seeking word with the Lady of theAcoma.

 

Kevin watched in wonder as the subtle currents ofTsurani politics shifted, with Mara becoming more andmore a central object of attention. With the leaders of theFive Great Houses lost on the alien world, the morepowerful clans were caught up in their own internecinestruggle. This left openings for the lesser families withinthose clans, and for the smaller clans within the council, tonegotiate, make promises, and seek out potential support. Ifthe armies of the mighty were to march upon one another inrivalry, the weaker houses needed to stand together, or elseinsinuate themselves beneath the mantle of more powerfulprotectors. Treaties and standoffs were arranged, concessionswere made freely and under duress, and trade

properties changed owners as sureties and gifts. As the daywore on toward noon, Kevin realized that Mara had not yetneeded to leave her chair: interested parties came to her,which did not escape the notice of other factions. Inrodakaand Ekamchi glanced often toward the vacant seat of theLord of the Minwanabi, while members of the lonani Clanmade smiling remarks to a stiff-faced Tecuma of theAnasati.

 

Just before midday, a company of soldiers in purple andyellow entered and accompanied a slender young man ofdark good looks to the chair of the Xacatecas. The heir toChipino's mantle took his place within the council with allof his father's cool poise. Mara, watching, flipped out herfan and held it pressed for a moment against her forehead.Kevin sensed her distress. He could offer no word ofsympathy, but only stand rigid as he, too, noticed with awrench how much the Xacatecas boy resembled hisdeparted father.

 

Three Lords waited politely for Mara's attention. Sherecovered her poise and entertained them with anecdotesuntil most of the Lords of Clan Xacala had had time topresent themselves to the heir of their former Warchief.

A lull came at last. Mara beckoned to Lujan anddescended the shallow stair, until she stood before the Lordof the Xacatecas. Up close, Hoppara looked every inch theyoung raptor, though his hair and eyes were a warmerbrown, and his slenderness was his mother Isashani's. Buthe had Chipino's bearing and presence, even in untriedyouth. He rose, formally bowed, and said, 'Are you well,Mara of the Acoma?'

 

Mara felt her colour rise. By inquiring after her healthbefore she could speak, Hoppara had acknowledged beforeall present that Mara was his social superior! Since his bloodwas of the Five Great Families, this gesture was little morethan a courtesy, but in some meaningful if subtle way theconcession held stunning consequence. Even as Mara drewbreath to frame her reply, she could sense the stir in the

galleries. Nobles near Lord Xacatecas regarded her withastonished awe, while others looked sourly on from theirseats across the dais.

 

Her answer held true warmth. 'I am well, my Lord of theXacatecas. Your grief is the grief of House Acoma. Yourfather was a credit to his family and clan, and more. Hedefended the Empire's borders with courage and honouredthe Acoma by permitting us to count him an ally. I wouldconsider it a signal privilege if you would number my houseamong the friends of the Xacatecas.'

 

Hoppara managed a creditable smile, though the effort didnot entirely mask his grief. 'My Lady, I would count it anhonour if you would consent to dine with me this afternoon.'Mara bowed formally, indicating she was at his disposal.The way back to her own chair was suddenly impeded by awave of flatterers, and until the Xacatecas First Advisercame calling to fetch her to lunch, she had no moment toherself.

 

The Xacatecas apartments in the Imperial Palace weretwice the size of Mara's. The carpets and antiques weresumptuous, black-lacquered furnishings in tasteful contrastto shades of lavender, royal purple, and cream.birds in hanging wicker cages filled the room with song andthe flutter of brightly coloured wings. Mara recognizedIsashani's love of comfort and grace, and she settled inrelief upon soft, thick cushions. The servants had beentrained by Lord Chipino, and one of them had served onthe desert campaign. Already familiar with her habits, heheld a bowl of water scented with the perfume shepreferred. As Mara washed, she thought sadly of the oldmaster, while Kevin found his place on the floor behind hershoulder.

 

Hoppara shed his heavy outer robe, pushed a handthrough tightly curled hair, then seated himself opposite alow table laden with a sumptuous lunch. He sighed, tuggedhis sleeves back to free strong, suntanned wrists, thenoffered his hands to be washed by the body slave whowaited at his elbow.

 

When the slave had finished the ablutions, the young Lordturned frank eyes to study the bearded barbarian who stuckto Mara like a shadow.

 

Kevin stared levelly back until Hoppara raised an eyebrow. 'This is your barbarian lover?'

 

The curiosity did not offend. Hoppara had his father'sbluntness and his mother's shrewd judgment of people. Hewas simply being direct, not mocking her personal choices.Mara returned a slight nod, and Hoppara gave backIsashani's disarming smile. 'My father mentioned this manto me. If it is the same one?'

 

'This is Kevin,' Mara said guardedly.

 

Hoppara nodded in satisfaction. 'Yes. The slave whoowns a full set of armour in Acoma colours.' He sighed, hissorrow barely concealed. 'My father told us how this Kevinwas more than merely useful in the battle fought in thedesert.'

 

Mara smiled slightly, indicating the point was not lost.'He had one or two . . . suggestions.'

 

 birds sang sweetly through an interval of reflection.'Father was not often free with compliments,' Hopparaadmitted. He stared at the cutlery as if he saw memoriesinstead of food on the plates. 'He credited much of what hesaw in the field to brilliantly original ideas. He said noTsurani would have thought to order his soldiers onto thebacks of cho-ja warriors. The tactic impressed him greatly.'The young Lord gave his guest another engaging smile. 'Ashe was also impressed with you, my Lady.'

 

Kevin suddenly felt a stir of jealousy as Mara blushed atthe compliment. 'I thank you, my Lord.'

 

'Is it hot?' Hoppara said suddenly, as if the colour on theLady's face had other cause than his attention. He waved fora servant to open the screen, and sunlight and air spilled intothe room. The garden beyond was planted in violet flowersand canopied over with fruit trees. Then, as if Lujan's slightstiffness revealed that a guest might be concerned for hersafety in the Xacatecas home, the Lord offered swiftreassurance. 'This apartment backs up to a barracks thathouses the Emperor's honour guard. Eighty Imperial Whitesare in residence at all times.'

 

When Lujan stayed unbendingly alert, Hoppara's toneturned genial. 'Mother never liked that much. She said shecould never wear lounging robes or bathe in her gardenwithout putting the Imperial Family at risk. Assassins couldbe murdering them all, she insisted, and there the ImperialGuards would be, peeking over the walls with the wrongspears raised, and not an eye among them on defence.'

Mara smiled. Lady Isashani's beauty was legendary-repeatedmotherhood over the years had done little morethan add a mature lushness to her figure - and herforthright, spicy tongue was the outrageous delight of politeTsurani society. 'How is your mother?' Mara inquired.

Hoppara sighed. 'Well enough. My father's and olderbrother's deaths were a blow to her, of course. Did youknow,' he added, unwilling to lose the thread of his originalsubject, 'that my sire suggested you might marry one of hisyounger sons one day, should you escape from Desio'sattempts to obliterate you?'

 

Mara's eyes opened wide at that, for gossip said Isashaniunequivocally favoured Hokanu for her match. 'I'm flattered.'

'You're not eating,' Hoppara observed. He lifted his knifeand stabbed a morsel of wine-soaked meat. 'Please, refreshyourself. My sisters' lapdogs are all overweight. If thescullions give them more scraps, the poor beasts will end upbeing mistaken for pillows.' Hoppara chewed thoughtfully.He appeared to weigh Mara's expression. Then he arrived atsome inward decision, and his manner changed fromcharming to serious. 'My father believed you will becomeone of the most dangerous women in the history of theEmpire. As a man who chose his enemies with great care, heclearly wished to have you as a friend.'

 

Mara could only bow low at the compliment. She sippedat her fruit drink and waited, while the li birds chirpeddulcet melodies.

 

Now convinced beyond doubt that she would not softento praise, Hoppara tore an end off a loaf of bread. Hesoaked the crust in a sauce and remarked, 'You realize, ofcourse, that many of us are going to die before the newWarlord is invested.'

Mara made a spare gesture of assent. The white and goldhad too many contenders, and alliances were too much influx. Even a fool could perceive that rivalries would becomebloody.

 

'I have been ordered to seek you out, and will bluntlymake my point.' Hoppara motioned to a servant, whobowed and unobtrusively began to remove the birdcages.Into an air of growing silence the young Lord said, 'TheXacatecas wish to survive this ordeal without surrenderingtoo much of the prestige my father gained in life. To this end,we look for the situation of greatest advantage. My FirstAdviser instructed me to offer you informal alliance and topromise whatever aid the Xacatecas can provide as longas -'

 

Mara stopped him with a raised finger. 'A moment, myLord. Ordered? Instructed? Who directed you?'

 

The young man's manner turned rueful. 'She said you'dask. My mother, of course.'

 

Kevin laughed, and Mara said,'Your mother?'

 

Unabashed, Hoppara admitted, 'I will not reach mytwenty-fifth birthday for three more years, Lady Mara. I amLord of the Xacatecas, but not . . .'

 

'Not yet Ruling Lord,' she finished.

 

Hoppara sighed. 'Not yet. Mother is Ruling Lady untilthen - if I can manage to stay alive.'

 

'Then why isn't Lady Isashani here?' Kevin asked.

Hoppara glanced at Mara, who said, 'He often forgets hisplace.'

 

'And he never met Mother, obviously.' The young Lordshook off discomfort. 'Isashani might seem like a li bird, but

she's as tough as any soldier and weighs her options like asilk merchant. She has six sons left, and four daughters. Ifshe lost me, she would mourn, no doubt, but Chaiduniwould take my place, and after him Mizu, then Elamku, andso on down the line. After us there are the get of my father'sconcubines, some eighteen sons, not counting those still inmilk teeth, and another batch yet to hit the cradle.' Now theboy coloured, as he thought of the storms that had rockedthe house when Lord Chipino had arrived home from thedesert with six new concubines, every one of them pregnant.

'The Xacatecas would be a difficult line to eradicate,'Kevin summed up.

 

Hoppara sighed in appreciation. 'Too many babies andcousins with hundreds of offshoots, and every one but amoment away from being recognized as heir to Mother'soffice, if need be. My mother stays safely upon our estates,deputizing me to come here and conduct the business of thecouncil.' He gestured in the direction of the great hall. 'Mostof our rivals don't realize I am not Ruling Lord yet. And theywon't be given cause to pose the question, since I have fullauthority from my mother to negotiate on behalf of HouseXacatecas . . . within limits.'

 

Mara's mind raced along as she examined the implications. 'Then we know for a fact what few will guess: you didnot come to council to claim the office of Warlord.'

'Even had Father lived, he would be no higher than thirdamong those who claim the white and gold,' Hoppara said.

'Who stands higher?' Now, at long last, Mara found herappetite.

 

Hoppara shrugged. 'I can only repeat my mother's view.Minwanabi has the most power, but the vote won't give hima clear majority. Should the Oaxatucan cease their internalbickering, an Omechan could succeed their formerWarchief. They still wield impressive influence. TheKanazawai are in disgrace because of the failed peace plans,so even the Tonmargu rank higher than the Keda.' Heshrugged again, then concluded, 'Minwanabi is the logicalchoice. Tasaio is a more than able general. Many will backhim who wouldn't have supported Desio.'

 

The meats suddenly lost their savour. Mara abandonedher plate. 'We come to the crux of the matter. What are youproposing beyond alliance?'

 

Hoppara also put down his eating knife. 'For all ourvaunted power, the Xacatecas are presently disadvantaged.We lost two advisers in the company with my father, and weare short on reliable guidance. I have been instructed tofollow your lead, unless your wits should fail you. Otherwise,I am to throw our support to Tasaio.'

 

Kevin said, 'You'd support that murderer? After histreasonous manipulations in Tsubar?'

 

Mara put up a hand, silencing him. 'That is logical. OnceMinwanabi wore the white and gold, the Xacatecas wouldbe free from the immediate worry of attack from the otherfour great families.'

 

'We would have time to muster our defences while Tasaiowas occupied destroying the Acoma.' Hoppara's tone wasmatter-of-fact. 'However,' he hastened to add, 'it is only achoice of last resort. While safest for the Xacatecas in theshort run, an Empire under the dictates of a MinwanabiWarlord . . .' His voice trailed off in distaste.

Kevin voiced his puzzlement. 'Damned if I understandthat logic.'

 

Hoppara's eyebrows rose. 'I would have thought . . .'ToMara he said, 'Have you not explained?'

 

As if the sunlight through the screen had suddenly lost itswarmth, Mara sighed. 'Only the roots of our current strife:the death of my father and brother.'

 

A li bird chirped, muffled, from the adjoining chamber.'Please cover the cages,' Hoppara instructed a servant. Helooked at his guest. 'If I may?' At Mara's nod, he turned,troubled, to Kevin. 'The Minwanabi are ... strange.

Inappropriate though it may be to pass judgment uponanother noble family whose behaviour remains honourablein public, there is something in the Minwanabi nature thatmakes them . . . more than merely dangerous.'

Kevin returned a look of flat confusion. 'Any mightyhouse is dangerous. And to my view, the Game of theCouncil is just treachery with protocols.'

 

If Hoppara was shocked by the slave's outspokenness, hemasked it well. Patiently he sought to elaborate. 'You arehere more because of Lady Mara's potential to be a threatthan her not inconsequential charm.' He bowed slightly ashe said this. 'But the Minwanabi are more thandangerous.... They are-'

 

Mara interrupted. 'They are insane.'

 

Hoppara held up his hand. 'That is harsh. Understandable,in your case, but still harsh.'To Kevin he added, 'Let ussay they have tastes that are considered unwholesome bymany.'

 

Kevin grinned, his eyes very innocent and blue. 'Youmean they're bent.'

 

Hoppara said, 'Bent?' then he laughed. 'I like that. Yes,they are bent.'

 

'The Minwanabi enjoy pain.' Mara's gaze fixed on someinward image less pleasant than Isashani's lavender sittingroom. 'Sometimes their own, always others'. They kill forpleasure, slowly. Past Minwanabi lords are known to havehunted captives like wild animals. They have torturedprisoners and hired poets to compose verse in praise of theirvictims' agonies. Some have a sickness in them, becoming. . . aroused at the sight and smell of blood.'

Hoppara waved for servants to remove the dishes andbring wine. 'Some Minwanabi hide it better than others, butthey all have this . . . bent appetite for suffering. Sooner orlater it emerges. Jingu was obvious in his vices. Several of hisconcubines were murdered in his bed, and his first wife wasstrangled while he took her, rumour claims. Desio was heldto be less violent, but even the street beggars know he beathis slave girls. Did you never wonder, with all theMinwanabi wealth and power, why noble Lords were notanxious to petition a marriage for their daughters?' He letthe question go unanswered. 'Tasaio is . . . more guarded.I've served with him in the field and seen him raping captivewomen like a common soldier. He also makes roundsthrough the healers' tent, lingering there not to bringcomfort to his wounded soldiers but to savour their pain.'

His attention returning to the crystal as his servantpoured the wine, Hoppara repressed a grimace. 'Tasaio isnot a man I would wish to see upon the Warlord's throne.'

'He is very bent,' observed Kevin.

 

'And very dangerous,' Hoppara summed up. He lifted hiswine, waited for Mara to taste her own, then drained hisgoblet freely. 'This is why I must either covertly blockTasaio's bid for the white and gold, or openly support him,gaining his favour.'

 

Mara set down her glass, her eyes veiled by lowered lashesas she weighed available options. 'So, you ask that I contrivea way for you to support someone else, a candidate whowould not stand at odds with your covert alliance with theAcoma, lest the wrath of the Minwanabi be brought downupon House Xacatecas.'

 

Hoppara nodded in obvious relief. 'That would be thepreferable choice.'

 

Mara rose and waved the young man back as he moved toget to his feet. 'Your father was never formal with me in

private, and I prefer to keep the custom.' As Lujanassembled her honour guard by the outer doorway, sheguardedly said, 'I will consult with my advisers and keepyou apprised, Lord Hoppara. But understand that should Ibe able to save you and protect your house, you will berequired to support me in another matter.'

 

The boy nodded, silent, and motioned his hoveringservants not to pour more wine.

 

Mara bowed slightly and departed toward the door.

Kevin lingered behind, his eyes on the pretty gardencourtyard. The wall and the Emperor's barracks were setback a good fifty yards from the screen. Mara's ForceCommander had not relaxed one instant throughout thehour's discussion. One piece of free advice,' Kevin said tothe Lord of the Xacatecas. 'Double your guards, and startturning this apartment into a fortress. Three or four Lordshave been murdered in their beds already, and unlessImperial Whites have wings, they won't get over that backwall in any kind of time to help you.'

 

As Kevin hurried to overtake Mara and her warriors atthe doorway, the young Lord of the Xacatecas called hisForce Commander to attend him. The Acoma party left theapartment, while Hoppara's voice rose in steel-voicedcommand that could have been an echo of Chipino's. 'Idon't care if there's nothing to use but purple pillows andbirdcages! Just seal these godsforsaken windows andbarricade every Screen. That barbarian's ideas saved myfather's life once in Tsubar, and I have a mind to heed hiswarning!'

 

A servant, embarrassed by this outburst, hurried the outerdoor closed, and Mara smiled at her Midkemian slave.'Hoppara is a very likeable young man. I hope he survives toassume his family mantle.'

 

'I hope we all survive,' Kevin said sourly as a companionableshove from Lujan jostled him into place. 'This jockeyingto choose a new Warlord definitely gives me a

stomachache.'
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Bloody Swords

 

The council ended.

 

Long shadows streaked the courtyard between concoursesas Mara and her retinue chose an alternative routeback to her apartment. Though the meeting itself had gonequietly, the charged air of tension left even the strongestLords cautious. Tecuma of the Anasati had not objected toMara's suggestion that they join their honour guardstogether for their return to their quarters. With Clan lonanivaulted into unanticipated prominence, whether he wishedit or not, the young Lord of the Tonmargu was seen as beingin contention for the white and gold, and Tecuma was vitalfor any support the lonani wished to give their favouriteson. Any who wished to throw the lonani into disarraycould not find a quicker means than killing Tecuma of theAnasati.

 

Times were uncertain for all. Tecuma gave no nod offarewell as he and his warriors branched off to his redpaintedentry. He gave no sign that Mara had been with himat all, lest the wrong eyes see and presume a warmer relationbetween his house and the Acoma.

 

Bone-tired, Mara marched on to her apartment. AfterXacatecas' airy sitting room, and the enormous, vaultedCouncil Hall, the inside of her own quarters seemed stuffyand cramped. Mara settled wearily in the central chamberand was immediately approached by Jican, who offered anote left by Arakasi.

 

Mara broke the seal and read. An immediate frowncreased her face. 'Tell Lujan to keep his armour on,' shecalled, then sent a servant for her pens and writing desk.Kevin settled resignedly into his accustomed corner. Hewatched his mistress write two hasty messages. She handedthem to her Force Commander for delivery with quick lastminuteinstructions. 'Tell the Lords in question that we haveno further details. If they feel unable to protect themselves,have them join us straight away.'

 

'What was that?' Kevin asked over the rattle of mendonning armour as Lujan selected an escort from the ranksof off-duty warriors.

 

Mara passed her soiled nib to a servant and sighed. 'Oneof Arakasi's agents overheard a band of men who werehiding in the imperial gardens. One of them carelesslymentioned names and revealed that they were sent to attackthe suites of two Lords who happen to be Inrodaka'senemies. Since any who hinder that faction are potentialallies to our cause, I deemed it wise to send warning.' Shetapped her chin with the note. 'I suspect this means thatInrodaka and his gang will support Tasaio.'

 

The single maid in residence entered. At a nod from hermistress, she began to unpin Mara's elaborately high-piledhair and remove her necklaces of carved jade and amber.The Lady endured with closed eyes. 'I just wish we had someclear indication of our own danger.'

 

Kevin loosened his Tsurani-style slave robe and, from apocket that by rights should not have been there, removedwhat looked like a meat knife. He turned the blade towardthe lamp, inspecting the edge for flaws, saying, 'We're ready.Should it matter when they come?'

 

Mara opened her eyes. 'Did you steal that from thepantry? It is death for you to have a weapon.'

'It is death for a slave to have opinions, and you haven'thanged me yet.' Kevin looked at her. 'If we're attackedtonight, I'm not going to stand by and watch you killedbecause you think meek behaviour is going to gain me abetter station in my next life. I'm going to slice somethroats.' He said the last without humour.

 

Mara felt too spent to argue. Jican would know the knifewas missing; if her hadonra had not seen fit to report thetheft, inquiry would be met with shrugs and blank looksunless she were to pose a direct question. The hadonra andher Midkemian slave had evolved a complex relationshipover the years. Between them, most issues were cause forunending bickering, but in the select few areas they agreedupon, it was as if a blood oath held them together.

Near midnight, a knock sounded on the outer door of theAcoma apartment. 'Who passes?' called the guard on duty.

'Zanwai!'

 

Roused from a half-doze where she lay in Kevin's arms,Mara ordered urgently, 'Open the door!'

 

She clapped for her maid to bring an overrobe, thenmotioned for Kevin to assume a position of more propriety,while her warriors lifted down the heavy bar andslid back the tabletop pressed into service as siege shutter.The portal opened into a dark, lampless corridor andadmitted an old man, bleeding from a blow to the head. Hewas supported by an equally wounded guard, who lookedover his shoulder as if expecting pursuit. Lujan hurried thepair into the apartment, then spun to help the guards boltand bar the door behind them. Mara had a sleeping mat

pulled out of the room that served as an officers' barracks.Her own servants relieved the injured warrior of hismaster's weight and made the old Lord comfortable withpillows.

 

Strike Leader Kenji arrived with a satchel of remedies,and it was he who washed and dressed the old man's headwound, while another of Mara's warriors helped the soldierout of his armour. His cuts also were tended, the deepestones spread with salve and tightly bound. None were lifethreatening. Mara sent her servant to bring wine, theninquired what had befallen.

 

Still pale from shock and pain, the old man fixed eyes ofstartling blue upon his hostess. 'An inopportune fate, myLady. I dined late this night with my cousin, Decanto of theOmechan, in celebration of my support for his claim to thewhite and gold. As I was making ready to depart, hisapartment was overwhelmed by soldiers wearing unmarked,black armour. Lord Decanto was the target of theirattack. I just happened to be in the way. Decanto was stillfighting when we escaped.'

 

The servant arrived with a tray of filled goblets. Marawaited until her guests had been served, the warrioraccepting his drink with his one unbandaged hand.Delicately she asked, 'Who sent such soldiers?'

The old man tasted his wine, half smiled his appreciationof the vintage, then grimaced as the expression pulled at hiscuts. 'Any one of six other cousins, I fear. The Omechan area large clan, and Almecho appointed no clear heir from hisOaxatucan nephews. Decanto was the obvious

successor . . .'

 

'But someone else disagrees,' Mara prompted.

 

Lord Zanwai pressed the cloth against his scalp andscraped back a damp strand of hair. 'Decanto is the first sonof Almecho's eldest sister. Axantucar is the older because hewas born first, but his mother was a younger sister, so thatleaves a mess. Almecho, curse his black soul, thought he wasimmortal. A wife and six concubines, and not one son ordaughter.'

 

Mara considered, sipped her own wine, then said, 'You'rewelcome to stay, my Lord. Or if you prefer your ownquarters, I'll offer a guard of my warriors to escort youback.'

 

The old man inclined his head. 'My Lady, I am in yourdebt. If I may, I will stay. It is a killing ground out there. Ihad an honour guard of five. We eluded no less than sixcompanies of men.... I fear four of my warriors lie dead ordying. There were other armoured bands afoot, but the godsbe thanked, they ignored my last man and me.'

 

Quietly Lujan doubled the guards at the door. Then heleaned on the lintel between the chambers, and out of habitsquinted along the edge of his blade. 'Did all wear blackarmour like the ones who attacked you?'

 

'I did not see,' the old man said.

 

The wounded warrior did better. Revived a bit by thewine, he grated, 'No. Some were like that. Others woreMinwanabi orange and black - Lord Tasaio must havearrived in Kentosani tonight. And still others were . . . tong.'

Mara almost spat. 'Assassins! Here in the ImperialPalace?'

 

Over the shiningly perfect edge of Lujan's weapon, theeyes of Lady and Force Commander met. The one recalledand the other knew that Mara had once almost died at thehands of a hired tong killer, dispatched to her home by Jinguof the Minwanabi.

 

The warrior continued bleakly with his tale. 'They weretong, my Lady. Black robes and headcloths, hands dyed incolours, swords across their backs. They swept through onsilent feet, glanced at our colours to determine our family,then passed on. We were not their chosen prey this night.'

Kevin arose and joined Lujan by the screen track betweenthe rooms. Softly he asked, 'What are "tongs"?'

Lujan ran his thumb over his blade. No unseen flaws methis touch, but a frown marred his complacency nonetheless.

'Tongs,' he said in a dead, flat tone, 'are brotherhoods,families without clan or honour. Each tong holds allegianceto no one and nothing save their "Obajan", the GrandMaster, and their outlaw code of blood. Politely put, theyare criminals who have no respect for tradition.' The swordflashed in the lamplight as the Force Commander turned it.'Some of them, like the Hamoi, make of their unclean craft arenegade religion. They believe the souls of their victims aretrue prayerS in praise of Turakamu. To them, murder isholy.' Lujan sheathed his sword, and his tone assumed agrudging admiration. 'They make terrible enemies. Many ofthem train from childhood, and they kill most efficiently.'

'I know who wants me dead,' Mara said, the wineglassforgotten in her hand. 'Tasaio has enough strength tothreaten me directly. So then, who dares hire tongs into the

palace?' ;

 

Lord Zanwai tiredly shrugged his shoulders. 'These arereckless timeS. Rivalries run hot enough that a slain mancould have had his death bought by any of a dozen factions,and the work of a tong is not traceable.'

 

'Brother could kill brother, and never be accused ofdisloyalty.' Mara set down her goblet and clenched her 'hands to still their shaking. 'Almost, I wish this matter couldbe settled in open war. The killing at least might be cleaner.'

A bitter laugh met her words. 'Dead is dead,' said LordZanwai. 'And any contest on a battlefield would seeMinwanabi take the prize.' He put down his wineglass. 'Ijudge the tong more likely in Tasaio's employ, simplybecause Overt display of Minwanabi arms might frightenpotential allies into supporting another claimant to thewhite and gold- and it is rumoured the Minwanabi havehad dealings with the tongs in the past.' Mara chose not tomention that she had certain knowledge this was correct.'The real question is who sends soldiers without housecolours through the palace?'

 

Sadly, silently, Mara conceded the truth. One could onlyguess; certain knowledge might never be hers. She called forservants to clear one of the guest rooms of warriors for LordZanwai's use. 'Rest well,' he said as one of her men helpedhim stiffly to his feet. 'May all here live to see the morning.'

Throughout the night, the palace echoed with shouts,running feet, and sometimes the crack of swords in distantcombat. No one slept, except in snatches. Mara lay longhours in Kevin's arms, but the best she managed was a fitfuldoze that led to bloody nightmares. Acoma soldiers stoodwatch in shifts, ready for any attack upon their Lady'squarters.

 

An hour before sunrise, a bump outside the apartmentdoor caused the warriors on guard to draw weapons. 'Whopasses?' called Lujan.

 

The low voice that answered was Arakasi's.

 

Mara had given up trying to sleep. She waved away themaid who arrived to help her dress, while the door wasunbarred and opened and the Spy Master let inside. His hairwas matted with dried blood and he cradled one forearm inthe crook of his elbow; the flesh above the wrist bore an uglylump and a purple mass of swelling.

 

One look, and Lujan said tersely, 'We're going to need abonesetter.' He caught the Spy Master strongly beneath theshoulder on his uninjured side, and helped his unsteady feetacross the floor and onto the sleeping mat that had servedLord Zanwai the night before.

 

'No bonesetter,' Arakasi grunted as his knees folded andhe settled back on the cushions. 'It's chaos out there. Unlessyou sent half a company, a messenger would have a knife inhim before he crossed the first concourse.' The Spy Masterlooked meaningfully at Lujan. 'Your field medicine will dowell enough.'

 

'Find Jican,' Mara snapped to her maid. 'Tell him to bringspirits.'

 

But Arakasi held up his sound hand, forestalling her. 'Nospirits. I have much to tell, and a bang on the head has me

dizzy enough without making my wits stupid with drink.'

Mara said, 'What has happened?'

 

'A battle between unknown warriors in black armour and

a dozen assassins of the Hamoi tong.' Arakasi fell silent asLujan examined the cut in his scalp, then unstrapped hisbracers and set to cleaning away scabbed blood with ragsand water brought in a basin by the maid.

 

As the injury was bared to light, the Force Commandersaid softly, 'Fetch the lamp.'

 

The maid did so, and Mara waited through a worriedinterval while Lujan held the flame before Arakasi's eyesand watched for response from the pupils. 'You'll do,' hesaid presently. 'But the scar might grow back in whitehair.'

 

That brought a curse from the Spy Master. The last thinga man in his profession might desire was a distinguishingfeature to mark him.

 

Lujan turned next to the arm. 'My Lady,' he said gently,'you might do better in the next room, but leave me Kevinand one of the warriors who wins at arm wrestling.'

Arakasi murmured a protest, then said clearly, 'JustKevin.'

 

The Spy Master looked paler when Mara was allowed toreturn. Beneath clipped hair and a fresh dressing, his facewas running sweat. Yet he had made no outcry when Lujanhad set his arm. Kevin's comment as he returned to hisaccustomed corner was 'Your Spy Master's tough as oldsandal leather.'

 

Mara waited patiently while her Force Commanderfinished with splint and bandages. Once Arakasi wasarranged with his arm settled on pillows, she sent a servantto bring wine. 'Don't speak until you are ready.'

Arakasi looked back in impatience. 'I'm ready not to befussed over.' He nodded his thanks as Lujan stood to depart,then turned dark eyes to his Lady, all business. 'At leastthree more Lords were murdered or injured. Several otherswithdrew from the palace and fled to their town houses orback to their estates. I have a list.' He shifted awkwardly andproduced a paper from his robe.

 

The servant arrived with the wine. Despite his insistenceon abstinence, Arakasi accepted a glass. He drank while hismistress scanned his hasty notes, and a little colour returnedto his face.

 

'The dead are all supporters of Tasaio and Lord Keda,'Mara summed up. 'You think the killers are being underwrittenby either the lonani or the Omechan faction?'

 

Arakasi sighed deeply and set down his glass. 'Perhapsnot. Axantucar of the Oaxatucan also suffered an attack.'

Mara heard this without surprise, for he had strong rivalswithin his own faction. 'How did he fare?'

 

'Well enough.' Eyes closed, the Spy Master forced himselfto relax. With his head tipped back against the wall, headded, 'All the attackers died, which is surprising. Theywere tong.'

 

But Axantucar was always a competent fighter; he, too,had managed armies on the barbarian world. Maraobserved her Spy Master and noted that tension had notquite left him. 'You know more.'

 

'I wish that I did not, mistress.' Arakasi opened eyes thatshone too bleak. 'A delegation of Lords went to the imperialbarracks and presented the Commander of the Emperor'sgarrison with a demand. They wished three companies ofImperial Whites to guard the Council Hall. The Commanderrefused. Since the Light of Heaven has called noofficial council, the halls are not his responsibility. The dutyappointed him was to protect the Imperial Family, and hewould send no soldiers away from their post unless hisEmperor saw fit to give orders.'

 

Mara tapped her wineglass in a fever of suppressedirritation. 'When will the Emperor return?'

 

'Noon tomorrow, by all reports.'

 

Mara sighed. 'Then we have no choice but to endure.

Order will be restored when the Emperor steps into thepalace.'

 

Kevin raised his eyebrows. 'His presence alone will dothat?'

 

Dryly, Arakasi corrected, 'The five thousand soldiers hebrings with him will do that.' He went on to add, 'The greatLords have made their case adamantly. Also the ChiefPriests of the Twenty Orders adjourned late last night andproclaimed that the betrayal on Midkemia was evidence ofdivine anger. Tsurani tradition has been broken, they say,and the Light of Heaven strayed from spiritual to mundaneconcerns. If Ichindar had the support of the temples, hemight command still, but at this point he must relent andallow the council to name a new Warlord.'

 

'Then the matter must be settled by noon,' observedMara. The reasons were all too clear. Enough misfortunehad occurred since the Emperor set his hand in the game.TheHigh Council Lords had shown they would not bedisplaced. A new Warlord would greet Ichindar upon hisreturn to the palace.

 

'Tonight,' said Arakasi quietly, 'this building will becomea battlefield.'

 

Kevin yawned. 'Will we get any sleep before then?'

'This morning only,' Mara allowed. 'We must be atcouncil this afternoon. Today's meetings will largely decidewho lives through tonight: And tomorrow, whoever surviveswill appoint the new Warlord of Tsuranuanni.'

 

As Arakasi gathered himself to rise from his pillows,Mara waved him back. 'No,' she said firmly. 'You will stayand rest for the day.'

 

The Spy Master did little but look at her, yet Mara spokeas if he questioned her aloud. 'No,' she repeated. 'This is acommand. Only a fool would assume that the Minwanabiwill not make an appearance. You have done enough, andmore, and Kevin spoke rightly last night. Whether or notthere is a threat against the Acoma, I will not leave thiscouncil. We are already as prepared as we can be for anattack. If our efforts are not enough, then Ayaki is protectedat home.'

 

Arakasi inclined his white-wrapped head. His fatiguemust have been great, for the next time Kevin looked, thenervous intelligence of the man had stilled. Mara's SpyMaster lay in a loose-limbed sprawl, soundly and finallyasleep.

 

Disquiet pervaded the great Council Hall. Mara was not theonly ruling noble to enter with more than the traditionallypermitted honour guard - the aisles between seats andconcourses were packed with armoured warriors, and thehall looked more like a marshalling yard than a chamber fordeliberation. Each Lord kept his soldiers at hand, sitting onthe floor at his feet, or lined up along the railings betweenstairways. Any who needed to travel from place to placewere forced to take tortuous routes, often stepping overwarriors who could only bow their heads and mutterapologies for the inconvenience.

 

As Mara picked her way between the retinues of two rivalfactions, Kevin muttered, 'If one idiot drew a sword in here,hundreds would die before anyone had a chance to askwhy.'

 

Mara nodded. She said softly, 'Look there.'

 

In the lowest gallery, the seat opposite the Warlord's daisat last stood occupied. Warriors in orange and black filledthe floor in a wedge formation, and in their midst, clad inbattle gear barely more ornamented than an officer's, satTasaio of the Minwanabi. If Kevin had been disappointedby the late Lord Desio's innocuous appearance, the samecould not be said of his cousin's. Tasaio sat his chair with arelaxed and waiting stillness that even from a distance

revealed presence. Kevin was reminded of nothing so muchas a tiger. Briefly, Tasaio glanced across the chamber. Hiseyes locked with Kevin's for an instant; yet recognitionoccurred. The face beneath the fluted rim of the helm stayedimpassive, but there was no mistaking the shock of awarenessthat passed between the two men.

 

Kevin stared a moment longer, then bent his head towardhis Lady. 'The tiger knows we're outside his lair.'

Mara arrived at her chair, and sat, and by all appearanceseemed occupied with arranging her formal overrobe.'Tiger?'

 

'Like one of your sarcats, only four legged, twice as big,and a lot more dangerous.' Kevin assumed his positionbehind her chair, crowded into the narrow space by thepress of extra warriors who normally would have waited onthe upper concourse.

 

Mara took "stock of the hall, which seemed more gloomyand, oddly, more resonant to sound. There were emptychairs, with the gloss of armour and sword scabbards moreplentiful than fine silks and jewels among the Lords present.As intrigues became more tangled, the talk turned convoluted;words gained layers of meaning, and looks betweenLords were all weighted. Each empty place meant a councilmember dead or intimidated into withdrawal. The factionsthat remained were resolute, and some caucuses fairlybristled with unspoken aggression.

 

A council runner brought Mara a note. She slit the seal,glanced at the two chops stamped inside, then motioned forthe boy to wait while she read. Lord Zanwai entered, alongwith a dozen warriors. He appeared recovered from hisordeal the night before, and as a blocked aisle forced him toimprovise a route, he chose one that brought him close toMara. He gifted the Acoma Lady with a smile and slight nodas he passed.

 

She returned his tacit greeting, then penned a response tothe note just received and dispatched the runner to anothergallery. To Lujan she said, 'We've gained two more votes, inthanks for Arakasi's information.'

 

The morning's business wore on. Mara exchanged talkwith a dozen Lords on seemingly harmless subjects.Although Kevin tried to follow the byplay, he could notdiscern if the exchanges masked threats or offers of alliance.More and more, he found his eyes drawn to the lowergallery, where Lord after Lord paid court to Tasaio of theMinwanabi. Kevin could not help but notice that the visitorsspoke most, while Tasaio largely remained silent. When hedid reply, his words were sparse and crisp, as evidenced bythe flash of white teeth. The warriors at his sandalled feetmoved no muscle all the while, but sat with the inhumanpoise of statues.

 

'His followers fear him,' Kevin whispered to Lujan in astolen moment of confidence.

 

The Acoma Force Commander returned a barely perceptiblenod. 'With good reason,' he murmured back.

'Tasaio is a superb killer, and he keeps his skills sharp byusing them.'

 

His gaze on the figure in the orange-and-black chair,Kevin felt a chill skim his flesh. If the Game of the Councilwas ruthless, there sat the most merciless player of them all.

Mara returned to her quarters for lunch and a consultationwith her advisers. Arakasi had tied his arm in a sling andcommandeered her writing desk. By the clutter of notes andquills, he had been busy, and remained so as Mara asked herservants to bring up trays of light food. Kevin watched the

Spy Master pen three more missives in the interim, theparchments held braced under his splinted forearm, whilehe wrote in level, left-handed script.

 

'You're right-handed,' the Midkemian accused; he had aswordsman's eye, and noting which hand a man used waspart of an ingrained reflex. 'I would have sworn it.'Arakasi did not look up. 'Today I cannot be,' he said withspare irony.

 

When Kevin looked to see if the penmanship suffered, hewas further awed to find that the handwriting varied likeartistry. One of the notes looked as though it had beenscribed by a strong male hand; another seemed feminine anddelicate; and yet another, as if the author could neither readnor spell with skill, but struggled by with scanty education.

'Do you ever get confused about who you are today?'Kevin asked, for he had yet to find an impersonation that theSpy Master would not try.

 

Arakasi deemed the question beneath notice and went onwith enviable dexterity to fold and seal his letters onehanded.By now Mara had slipped out of her overrobe. Shedid not ask Arakasi to move, but sat instead on the sleepingmat he had vacated.

 

'Who is going to deliver those?' she asked tartly.

The Spy Master acknowledged her annoyance by offeringa bow made graceless by the encumbrance of the sling.'Kenji volunteered once already,' he said gently. 'These arethe replies to a good morning's work.' As Mara's lookwarmed toward outrage, Arakasi raised his brows inreproof. 'You forbade me to go out, and I have not done so.'

'So I see,' Mara said. 'I should have assumed you couldfeign sleep as well as you shape your disguises.'

'The effects of the wine were quite genuine,' Arakasiobjected, faintly hurt. He looked at the papers scatteredaround his knees. 'You do wish to know what I've learned?'

'Tasaio,' Mara cut in. 'He's here.'

 

'More than that.' Arakasi's air of lightness disappeared.'Most of the struggles so far have been tactical sparring.Tonight that will change. Entire sections of the palace arebeing set up as staging areas for large numbers of warriorsand assassins. Some prior battles were fought simply to gainquarters from which to launch assaults.'

 

Mara looked silently to Lujan, who said, 'Mistress, oursoldiers are still two days away by forced march. We mustrely upon the forces we have here to defend you.'

These words left a difficult silence, through which thearrival of the servant with the lunch trays seemed aclattering, alien intrusion. Mara sighed. 'Arakasi?'

The Spy Master grasped her meaning by instinct. 'Intelligencewill not be necessary. Tasaio is preoccupied with gainingsupport for his own claim to the Warlord's throne. He expectsyou will throw Acoma support to whichever of his opponentsis strongest. Even if he overestimates your courage, and you tryto bury your enmity under a show of neutrality, he will stillmove to obliterate you. Your death would satisfy his family'sblood vow to the Red God, and additionally throw your alliesinto disarray. Your popularity is on the rise. To cut you downwould bring notice, perhaps give the Minwanabi enough edgeto claim the white and gold over whoever emerges intact fromthe infighting of the Omechan Clan.'

 

By now Mara had recovered her wits. 'I have a plan. Whoelse is likely to be attacked tonight?'

 

Arakasi did not need to consult any notes. 'Hoppara ofthe Xacatecas and lliando of the Bontura seem high on thelist.'

 

'lliando of the Bontura? But he's one of Lord Tecuma'sbest friends and an lonani stalwart.' Mara noticed theservant hanging uncertainly by the food trays. She motionedfor the man to resume his duties. 'Why would an lonaniLord be singled out as a target?'

 

'As a warning to the Tonmargu and other lonani ClanLords not to oppose Tasaio or the Omechans,' Arakasisupplied.

 

Kevin said, 'A polite note would be sufficient, I should

think.'

 

Lujan broke in with dry humour. 'Killing Lord lliando is aTsurani polite note.'

 

Mara gave the interruption short shrift; she askedArakasi, 'Could your contacts get word to the Lords youjudge to be highest on Minwanabi's list? I need to ask themfor time in council this afternoon.'

 

Arakasi reached for his pen. He dipped the nib, slipped asheet of fresh parchment under his splint, and said, 'You willloan me Kenji and two warriors for the task?' Withoutlooking up between lines, he added, 'They need only go tothe city and leave the notes with a certain sandal maker inthe river stalls. From there the deliveries will be accomplishedby other hands.'

 

Mara closed her eyes as though she suffered from aheadache. 'You can have the use of half my company, if youneed them.' To Kevin she added, 'See what Jican has readyfor us to eat.,We must be back in council shortly.'

While the Midkemian moved off to investigate the trays,Lujan left to review the state of his garrison. 'Have the menrest,' he instructed his Patrol Leaders. 'Tonight we shallfight.'

 

When Kevin returned with a plate and juice, he foundMara still motionless on the mat. Her brows were gatheredinto a frown, her gaze distantly intense. 'Are you all right?'

Mara focused on him as he laid the meal by her knees. 'I'mjust tired.' She looked at the food without interest. 'Andworried.'

 

Kevin heaved an exaggerated sigh. 'Gods, I'm glad to hearyou say that.'

 

Mara smiled at his japery. 'Why?'

 

'Because I'm scared senseless.' Kevin stuck a two-tineTsurani fork through a slab of cold jigabird as if heskewered an enemy. 'It's good to know you're human underall that hard-boiled Tsurani stoicism. When I set out to dosomething foolhardy, the last thing I feel is complacent.'

From the next room came the rasp of warriors sharpeninglaminated-hide swords.

'That sound makes me want to commit suicide,' Kevinadded. He looked at Arakasi, who worked over his noteswith economical lack of nerves. 'Don't you ever want tothrow something?'

 

The Spy Master looked up, utterly bland. 'A knife,' hesaid with ice-cold lack of inflection. 'Through Tasaio of theMinwanabi's black heart.' He was unarmed, bandaged, aman in tired clothes writing letters in a crowded apartment.But at that moment, through chills, Kevin could not havesaid which was the more dangerous: Tasaio of theMinwanabi or the man who served Mara as Spy Master.

Warriors stood at the ready. The rooms of the Acomaapartment had become an armed camp, with fourteenadditional soldiers in the purple and yellow of the Xacatecas

joined to the ranks. Lord Hoppara had seen sense almostimmediately when Mara approached him in council.Having too few warriors to fortify his larger quarters, andwith Minwanabi already set against him, he saw no point instanding behind an appearance of neutrality that bymorning might see him coldly dead. Some of the Xacatecasgarrison had fought in Dustari, and Force CommanderLujan was known to them. Warriors sought old companions,or made new, as they waited through the first hoursof evening.

 

Behind furniture barricades in the central room of theapartment, amid a ring of warriors and the last few cushionsand sleeping mats, Mara fretted. 'They should have beenback by now.'

 

Hoppara swirled a finger in his wineglass to stir up thespices and fruit that had been added in accordance with histaste. 'Lord lliando has always been a man to look uponlogic with suspicion.'

 

Mara resisted an urge to seek Kevin's comfort as thegloom of twilight deepened, and the first thuds and cries ofdistant combat echoed through the corridors outside.Against her better wishes, she had granted Arakasi's requestto take Kenji and a patrol of five in a final attempt toconvince lliando of the Bontura to see reason. As themuffled clatter of swordplay resounded through the palace,Mara worried that her men had delayed their return untiltoo late.

 

Then came the signal she longed for, a coded knock at thedoor. Lujan's men swiftly slid barriers aside and lowered theheavy bar. The portal opened, and Kenji hurried in, a ForceCommander in violet and white plumes at his shoulder.

'Thank the gods,' Mara murmured, as more warriorsentered, the heavyset Lord lliando of the Bontura in theirmidst. Last came warriors in Acoma green, and after them,at a flat run,Arakasi. He slipped in just as the door wasclosing, his helm with its Patrol Leader's badge shadowing aface pale as parchment.

 

Mara left the inner circle of protection to meet him. 'Youshould not have been running,' she accused her Spy Master,aware that his poor colour was solely due to pain.

Arakasi bowed. 'Mistress, it was necessity.' The splintedarm under his officer's cloak was flawlessly hidden; no onewould think that the warrior before her was not fully able todefend himself. As Mara began to voice recriminations, theSpy Master quickly cut in. 'Lord lliando was obdurate until,at the last, we gave him a detailed picture of his own forces,their deployment, and four ways he was vulnerable toattack.' He dropped his voice to a whisper. 'It was his ownweakness that convinced him, not our belief that he is theobvious object lesson for Clan lonani and Lord Tonmargu.'

Arakasi glanced to the doorway, where warriors replacedthe bar and barricades, and the Lord of the Bontura and hisForce Commander stood in conference with Lujan andHoppara to formulate a combined defence. 'We were nonetoo soon,' the Spy Master allowed. His gaze flicked back to

Mara. 'Lord Bontura's apartment was already under assaultwhen I left, and the chests I shoved under the door will notdetain his attackers very long. When they find the roomsempty, they will be coming here.' At Mara's slight frown headded, 'I escaped out the back, through the gardens.'

She dared not ask how he had climbed walls in hiscondition; only his breathlessness told how hard he had runto overtake Lord lliando's escort. Now firmly the RulingLady, Mara addressed her Spy Master. 'Get out of thatarmour,' she commanded. 'Find a servant's robe, and hidein the cupboards with the scullions. That's an order,' shesnapped out as Arakasi drew breath in protest. 'When this isover, if I am alive, I will have need of your services more thanever.'

 

The Spy Master bowed. But before he disappeared in thedirection of the kitchen he used his Patrol Leader's badge tocollar a pair of warriors in Bontura and Acoma colours. 'Getyour master and mistress back into the fortified room, andconvince them to stay there. Attack will be upon us anymoment.'

 

Minutes later, the solid ring of axes bit into the outerwindow frames. Warriors in the rooms on the garden sidesprang to the ready, while in the room that faced thecorridors a thundering crash hammered at the barricadedfront portal. Lujan shouted, 'A battering ram!'

Acoma soldiers leaped and threw their weight against thefurniture used as shoring, but their efforts availed nothing.The second blow struck. Wood exploded into splinters asfurnishings and bar and doors gave way, and the ram burstinto the room. The invaders who manned its weight fellforward to allow ranks of swordsmen behind to spring overtheir backs.

 

The attackers who poured through the breached doorwore black. Dark cloth also veiled their faces. As the leaderwaved his killers onward, Lujan glimpsed the dyed palm

that identified a hired assasSin of the Hamoi tong. Thenbattle closed between his own combined troops and theenemy. Sword met sword with an unnatural, belling clang.As Mara's Force Commander parried and thrust to defend,he realized: some of these tong carried metal swords, a rarityin the Empire. Valued beyond measure, such weapons werenever risked in combat, despite their deadly ability to cutthrough laminated Tsurani armour.

 

A Bontura warrior went down, pierced through hisbreastplate. Lujan switched tactics, using his bracer todeflect the stabbing sword point. He called out a warning tohis warriors, and two assassins fell before they were six feetinto the room. Ordinary blades could not withstandrepeated impacts. Metal carved chips from the edges andshattered good resin with cracks. Six Acoma guards wentdown, and Lujan's men fell back in a race to stop the enemyfrom gaining the door that connected the outer room to theinner complex. The battle became a two-sided strugglebetween the doorposts as the remaining Acoma guards,with Bontura and Xacatecas allies, jammed together todefend the rulers who huddled behind a wall of jumbledfurniture.

 

At his Lady's side stood Kevin, his eyes on the outsidewindows in the farthest, innermost chamber. The framesbounced and shivered, and plaster cracked from the sills, asthe axe blows continued from outside. Warriors hammeredreinforcements into place: planks ripped at need fromscreen tracks, shelving, and carry boxes. The shoring woulddelay the invasion only by minutes, and the frontal attackerswere gaining. Within minutes of the first assault, the tongmembers were joined by an influx of black-armouredwarriors who carried no house badges or colours.

Kevin weighed the odds and decided. The barricade offurnishings would not withstand assault from three sides. ToMara he said, 'Lady, quickly, move over into that corner.'The Lord of the Bontura watched wide-eyed as she aroseand changed her position. 'You would listen to a barbarianslave?'

 

Hoppara had better grace. 'The man speaks sense, Lordlliando. If we stay, we'll soon be surrounded.' The Lord ofthe Xacatecas moved to join Mara, then glared long andlevelly at lliando until the fighting edged nearer and the firstof the windows gave way. In the instant before moreassailants flooded the rear room, the stout older rulerrelented.

 

The two Lords drew blades and positioned themselvesbefore Mara. Kevin stayed close, but a clear step ahead,enough to move should the need arise.

 

The battle in the outer room intensified; there was no wayto guess how many attackers entered through the breachedfront door. The clack and uncanny clang of metal swordmeeting laminate came fast and furious, mingled withhorrible cries. Defenders from the inner room rushed in twodirections, some to stay the frontal onslaught and others tostave off the influx of assailants who shoved to gain accessthrough the torn window; while at the second window theaxe blows suddenly ceased.

 

Kevin cocked his head. Through the bang and crash of themelee he heard a faint scrape, through the wall at his back.'Gods! Someone's found a way into the sleeping chamber!'

He hesitated, then rushed to the screen that gave access tothe hall. One lamp burned, washing the corridor in awavering interplay of shadow and light. Kevin advanced.

His bare feet sensed vibrations through the wooden floor:warriors falling, and the blows of another axe. He huggedthe wall by the bedchamber door, waiting, his hand on themeat knife concealed inside his robe.

 

A man in black armour charged through. Kevin swungaround. He drove a knee into the man's groin, then stabbedthe meat knife through the hollow of the neck beneath thechin strap. Blood ran hot over his hands as he thrust theshuddering, dying body backwards into another man whofollowed. Both warriors fell with a crash. ,

 

There were more, coming in a wave. Kevin cried, 'Lujan! 1Back here!'

 

Aware that help might never come, the Midkemiancrouched, dagger raised to meet the black-armoured manwho jumped over the fallen pair. Lamplight flickered over alevelled sword, too long for a short blade to thrust past, andthrusting too hard to parry. Kevin backstepped into theroom. The black warrior lunged

 

Kevin jumped, and all but tumbled over backwards. Thesword grazed the cloth over his stomach. Off balance, surethe next strike would kill him, the Midkemian flailed to stabthe wrist above the man's sword guard.

 

But the knife grazed flesh and bounced off the enemy'sbracer. Kevin gasped a curse, tensing to take the killingblow. Then the Lord of the Xacatecas shoved out of thecorner and drove his sword into the man's back. The blackwarrior stiffened. His locked legs skidded across the floorboardsand his eyes rolled back as he collapsed.

 

Another black-clothed assassin charged from the depthsof the hall.

 

'My Lord! Look out!' Kevin cried.

 

Hoppara spun, his guard up barely in time. The enemy bladedid not spit him, but grated edge to edge in a grindingcontest of strength. Metal carved the rim of the youngLord's chest armour, gouging a groove in the plate.Hoppara grimaced in pain. He turned his wrist in adisengage, twisted, and returned a ringing blow to the sideof his assailant's head. The unarmoured tong assassinstaggered dizzily back.

 

From the opened hallway dashed more dark-clad

enemies. The Lord of the Bontura threw his stout weightinto the fray. And Mara was alone, exposed in the corner.
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Kevin ducked the swing of swords and crashed into ablack-armoured elbow. His hand on the meat knife wasslick with blood. His grip slipped as he stabbed. The enemyfell writhing between him and his Lady.

 

Then a pair of axes bit through wooden bracing, and theshutters behind Kevin burst inward. Plaster puffed fromthe wall as the heavy panels struck and rebounded, to bebashed back again by dyed fists. More tong assassins inblack clothing swarmed through. Unencumbered byarmour, they leaped to the sill, swords drawn fromscabbards in one fluid motion. Kevin grasped the leadman's wrist. The sword descended. He ducked sidewaysand jerked mightily. The assassin catapulted through thewindow. Both men overbalanced. In the rolling tumble asthey struck the floor, Kevin's short knife held theadvantage. He stabbed before the enemy could turn hislonger weapon.

 

Dead man and slave hammered hard into the barrier offurniture. Impact jammed the meat knife into the corpse'ssternum. Kevin yanked, with futile result, then abandonedthe blade and snatched the sword from dying fingers.

Spinning, on his feet cat-fast, Kevin brought up thesword. Blade struck blade, deflecting a cut coming fast at hisneck. A ringing clang met the impact, not the dull thud heexpected. Kevin laughed aloud. He held a metal blade. Thegods knew how, on this world that had no ores - but thiswas a weapon he knew.

 

Kevin lashed out with the strange sword and quicklyfound its balance. Long as a broadsword, but finely made,the blade handled with murderous ease despite the slightlycurved edge.

 

The first man Kevin engaged stumbled back in confusion

before this alien slave who knew his way with a sword. Thenthe eyes behind the black mask narrowed. The assassinrecovered poise and fought back. Slammed by a fast reach
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and practised parries, Kevin realized he faced an equalweapon and an opponent of greater skill.

 

Then a green-clad warrior was at his side, and anothersword was harrying the assassin's flank. Shoulder toshoulder, slave and Acoma soldier beat the tong backtoward the hall. The man had a sword arm like lightning.Parry after parry, he deflected the strokes that sought hislife. The Acoma warrior missed his footing, and staggered ahalf-step sideways. A weighted cord snapped through thesplintered window and circled his unarmoured throat. Hedropped his sword, fingers clawing at his neck as hestrangled. As he buckled and crashed to his knees, the tongassassin who had wielded the throwing garrotte leapedthrough.

 

A second Acoma warrior and another in Bontura colourscharged to take him. Alone and beaten backwards by hisoriginal foe, Kevin skidded helplessly to the side. Luckfavoured him. The assassin mired a heel in a cushion flungfrom somewhere; he slipped, and Kevin took him in a thrustunder the armpit.

 

The Midkemian yanked his blade clear. He cast aboutand saw the Lord of the Xacatecas backed against the wallby a black warrior. The stout man somehow warded off astroke that should have killed him - as the next one surelywould. Not so fast as the assassin, the Lord was still deadlyquick. Kevin rushed the black-armoured warrior and struckhim full from behind. Metal slid through laminated armourwith a slap like a melon being punctured. The enemy died,choking on blood. Kevin leaped clear and came to standbefore Mara, sword at the ready. Hoppara had stationedhimself by the window; a wad of blood-sodden black layjammed across the sill: the most recent assassin who tried toenter.

 

Breathing hard, and running with sweat, Kevin tookstock. An insane three-way battle raged in the tiny
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apartment. Knots of black warriors and robed Hamoi tongthrashed and strained and wrestled to tear downbeleaguered defenders. A tong assassin broke free of thefray, spied Mara, and snapped a hand to his belt sash. Aknife was going to follow, Kevin knew with a rise of the hairat his nape.

 

Even as the assassin moved to throw, the Midkemian hada handful of Mara's robe. He let himself collapse, and hisweight dragged her down, just as the assassin let fly. Theknife thudded into the wall, kicking up grains of burstplaster. Kevin felt a yank at his shirt. He saw the pinned foldof his robe, then felt his left arm slung up at an awkwardangle.

 

Mara lay beneath him, gasping for breath against thepress of his weight. The assassin saw his opening. He leapedin, and his raised sword flicked shadow across both victims'faces. Kevin twisted. Cloth tore with a scream as he threwhis sword, point first, at the assassin. The blade caught theman in the stomach. He doubled, slammed to his knees, andpitched forward. The sword flew from his hand and skidded tostab into the skirting board. Kevin freed the last shred of hisrobe, then jerked the still-quivering blade from the wood.

He reached his feet just as another assassin shoulderedthrough the window and bounded into the room. Kevin'sstroke decapitated him in midair. The corpse slammeddown, spraying blood, while the head bounced with a sick,wet thump across the floor.

 

The head rolled on and slapped into a black-armouredwarrior who charged through the rear doorway. Kevin spunto meet him. The warrior hesitated only an instant, thenlevelled his weapon at Kevin. The Midkemian braced for thesword blow, but belatedly realized: the man would not crossblades with a slave. In bull-mad Tsurani outrage, he chose touse his armoured bulk to smash an upstart barbarian to apulp.

 

Too late,, Kevin tried to sidestep. The enemy rammed him,knocking breath from his lungs and driving him backwardsinto the gloom of the hall. His back met heaving bodies. Avicious struggle raged between an invading mass of tong andLUjan's most disciplined defenders. Kevin rolled left as theheavily armoured warrior crashed atop him. Half-crushedby his Opponent's sword arm, and aware by a repeated jerkbeneath his flank that he had managed to fall on the flat ofhis enemy's blade, Kevin struggled. He could not win free,and his own sword and hand were pinned against the wall.BUt neither could the other man succeed in grappling hisweapOn back. The warrior had no choice but to let go of thehilt and slam ineffectively at the slave's exposed face. Kevintried to chop at the man's neck, but his efforts won him onlya skinned elbow.

 

Then Kevin,saw his opening. He threw his weight into hisasSailant and rolled him onto his back. Pulling upward,Kevin dragged his arm across the man's throat; the swordfollowed, slicing deep. Throat strap, gristle, and cartilageparted. The warrior thrashed and died.

 

Buffeted by other fighters, Kevin extricated himself fromthe corpse. He ducked an assassin, raced back into the mainroom, and tried to locate Mara. Hoppara battled anarmOured man by the furniture barricade. A Hamoi assassinwas besting the fatigued Lord of the Bontura. Kevin slashedthe man's black-clothed flank and stepped past. Mara wasnowhere to be seen. Leaving Lord lliando to dispatch the~wounded assassin, Kevin raced into the hallway thatconnected the suite to the garden. Two rooms provedempty. A corpse twitched in the third; another blackarmOuredsoldier stared with blank eyes from the bed.

 

Kevin all but hurled himself through the screen into thelast room. There he found Mara backed against a wall,holding a dagger, her robes spattered with fresh blood. Hispanic found no time for outcry. Two men in black armour
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were closing in, leaving her no gap to flee. One man showeda nasty cut on his sword arm; already Mara had taught themto treat her with respect.

 

An animal cry of outrage erupted from Kevin as he surgedinto the room. The first warrior died before he had time toturn. The second backed a half-step, then stiffened as Maradrove her dagger into the gap between neck and helm.

Kevin spun left, then right, seeking the presence of moreopponents. A warm weight crashed into his chest: Mara.She did not weep, but simply clung inside the circle of hisarm, trembling with fear and exhaustion. He held hertightly, his sword still angled to fight.

 

But from the hallway the sounds of struggle had lessened.The crack and clang of sword strokes ended in a scrapingthump, and silence descended, ringingly strange after thedin of chaos and death. Kevin let out a pent-up breath. Helowered his dripping blade, stroked Mara's hair with fingersthat were hardly less sticky, and noticed the sting of cuts andgrazes that had passed unnoticed in the action.

After a moment a call came from the outer rooms:'Mistress!'

 

Mara licked dry lips, swallowed, and forced herself tospeak.'Here, Lujan.'

 

The Acoma Force Commander burst into the chamber,snapped to a stop, and said, 'Mistress!' His relief was a

tangible wave. 'Are you injured?'

 

Belatedly, Mara regarded her smeared and spatteredclothing. Her hands, even her cheeks, were covered withblood. She still held the knife in slippery fingers. Shedropped it in distaste and absently dragged her knuckles onher soiled robe. 'I am all right. Someone fell on me. This is adead man's blood.'

 

As if aware that she still clung like a child to her slave, shereleased her hold and straightened. 'I'm all right.'

Sickened by the thick stink of death, Kevin stepped to the
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window. The frame was a savaged mass of splinters, andacross the small garden he could see a gaping hole in thebrick wall. 'They came from the next-door apartment,' hesaid dully. 'That's why there were so many pouring in fromthe rear.'

 

Lujan held a sword out for Mara's inspection. 'Some ofthe assassins carried steel.'

 

'Gods!' exclaimed Mara. 'That is the blade of a dynasty!'She examined the weapon more carefully and frowned. 'Butit bears a plain hilt. No clan or house markings.' Shegestured briskly toward the passage. 'Have your meninspect the dead. See if any more such blades are found.'

'What's the significance?' Kevin pushed away from theruined sill and lene his arm to Mara, who still seemed to beshaking. He steered her gently around the fallen and intothe corridor beyond.

 

A step ahead, Lujan answered, 'Few true steel swordsexist in the Empire. Each house that traces lineage back tothe dawn of our history owns one, or is rumoured to. Onlythe master of the house, the Ruling Lord, has access to sucha blade. They are priceless, second only to the natami inimportance to a house's honour.'

 

Mara agreed. 'There is an Acoma family sword that wasmy father's before me, and that I hold in trust for Ayaki. It isa rare weapon of steel.'

 

They reached the juncture of the corridor and the bloodsoakedcentral room. Already Acoma warriors worked toclear the floor of the dead. Five more steel swords lay linedup against one wall, with Kevin's bringing the number tosix. 'These were found among the dead assassins, ForceCommander.'

 

Lujan looked upon the blades in awe. 'Where can theyhave come from?'

 

'Minwanabi?' asked Kevin.

 

The Lords of the Xacatecas and the Bontura entered from
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the front chamber, both as blood-streaked as Mara, butlittle the worse for wear. Drawn by the glint of steel inthe flickering lamplight, they also examined the weapons.

Kevin drew his blade clean between a fold of his slaverobe. 'This is new,' he said quietly. 'It still bears faint marksfrom the grinder's wheel, and the stamp of the armourer'smallet.' He inspected it closely one last time and added, 'Itbears no maker's mark.'

 

All eyes turned to the slave. Lliando inflated his chest in thebeginnings of offence, but Hoppara's curiosity forestalledhis response. 'Who has the skill to make ancient weapons?'

Kevin shrugged. 'Among my people, the art is commonplace.Any one of a dozen good smiths would be able toduplicate this, I think.'

 

Unwilling to be shown up as graceless by a younger Lord,lliando lifted a blade and stiffly offered comment. 'It'ssharp, but I think not so finely fashioned as the ones made byour ancestors. These could be copies, made with inferiormetals.'

 

'But where would a man get such wealth?' askedHoppara.

 

'My world,' suggested Kevin.

 

The Lords exchanged glances, the stouter one takenaback by the slave's forthright manner. Yet no one interruptedas Kevin said, 'After a battle, your warriors pick upswords and armour as spoils. Someone gets his hands onenough iron and a good smith, then shows them one of yourancestral blades . . .' He made a pass with the weapon. 'Sayhe duplicates it. This blade is not so unlike those used by theHadati mountain people in my homeland. A smith fromYabon could forge its like, and there could easily be such acaptive working for one of your Lords.'

 

'Minwanabi,' said Mara, her voice almost splitting overthe name. 'All metals taken across the rift as spoils areproperty of the Empire, some sent as tribute to the temples,

some to the imperial treasury, and the rest to pay the upkeepof the army upon Midkemia. But the collection is overseenby the Warlord and, in his absence, his Subcommander.Tasaio served in that post for five years. That's ample timefor a man without scruples to divert contraband resourcesback to his cousin's estates.' Mare's tone grew reflective. 'Orto his own estate, for his private use.'

 

lliando's heavy features showed distaste. 'If every assassincarried one, the price of this one attack is incredible.'

'For a raid in the Imperial Palace?' Hoppara interjected. 'Iwould wager five times this many swords would be needed.'He regarded the red-stained floorboards. 'No guarantee ofsuccess, and every man expected to die. No, Tasaio is thelogical one to have hired the tong.'

 

'Then,' said Kevin, kicking the helm of a fallen blackwarrior with his toe, 'who sent this lot?'

 

Hoppara sank tiredly down on an unstained corner of abed mat. He regarded his sword, the edge of which waschewed with chips, and the tip long since delaminated.'Whoever it was, their day's work was a blessing. Theassassins and these warriors caused each other great confusion.I don't know if we could have withstood the Hamoitong alone.'

 

Mara crossed the floor and sat next to the young man.Exhaustion made her sigh. 'Good men won the day for us,my Lord. You've done your house proud.'

 

Lord lliando glanced significantly at Kevin, who yet heldone of the metal blades. 'The gods will find ill in this. Aslave -'

 

But Lujan cracked out an interruption. 'I saw nothing.'

The heavyset Lord turned toward Mara, incensed at herForce Commander's rudeness. She gave him back his starewith bland eyes. 'I saw nothing untoward, my Lord of the ,

Bontura.' .3^

 

lliando heaved in a great breath, but it was Hoppara who
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stepped in with diplomacy. 'You speak, I believe, of a bladethat saved your life?'

 

The Lord of the Bontura reddened. He cleared his throat,stabbed a glance at Kevin, then shrugged stiffly. 'I sawnothing,' he allowed grudgingly; for here, in the Acomaapartments, when Acoma guards had died to spare him, tocontradict the word of a Lady and her guest was to insultMara's honour.

 

Kevin grinned. He held out his bloodied blade to Lujan,who accepted the offering with a flatly impassive face.Quick to ease the tension, Mara said, 'My Lords, it would beappropriate if you each took two of the swords, as spoils ofwar. I plan on awarding worthy soldiers with the others, as atoken of esteemed service.'

 

The Lords bowed their heads, for her gift was a magnanimousgesture. Hoppara smiled. 'Your generosity is withoutprecedent, Lady Mara.'

 

The Lord of the Bontura nodded; and by the flash of hiseyes as he considered the enormous gain in wealth, Maraknew greed had won him. Kevin's transgression would beoverlooked.

 

'Let us clear these floors of honourless garbage,' Maraadded to Lujan. The- surviving warriors went to work.Scabbards were gathered up and swords sheathed, as thedead were examined for any clue that might prove who hadordered the assaults. None was found; tongs earned theirpay through anonymity. The black-clothed assassins boreonly the blue flower tattoo of the Hamoi tong and thetraditionally red-stained hands. The black-armouredsoldiers were devoid of any common marking at all.

When Lujan was satisfied nothing incriminating would befound, he had men dump the bodies out the back screen intothe garden. Then he set squads of warriors to rebarricadethe windows and doors with whatever materials wereavailable, and to see to the care of his wounded.

~'

 

S39

 

A soldier brought Lady Mara a bowl of scented water anda cloth. 'My Lady?'

 

Mara dabbed at her face and hands, dismayed by the messthat soon discoloured the basin. 'In the morning, I must havethe services of my maid.' She looked up at the soldier.'You do well enough, Jendli. But tomorrow I will need morethan the mercies of good warriors to make myself presentablefor council.'

 

Lord Hoppara laughed at the remark, surprised that awoman of such dainty stature should have the fibre to lookbeyond the harrowing horror of the past hour. 'I begin to seewhat my father admired in you,' he started, and paused as astrange crawling sensation visited everyone in the room.

Kevin whipped around, empty hands groping for thesword he no longer held. A glance at Lujan showed theForce Commander also peering into shadows, seeking thesource of this unnameable dread.

 

Then came a faint hissing sound, like the release of steamfrom a cook pot. All in the room found their eyes drawn tothe floor, where a mote of green light burned into existence.The staunchest of the warriors instinctively cringed back,and those who wore weapons reached for swords.

The glow intensified until it outshone the single lamp.Eyes burned and teared at the brilliance, and a fey energyraised the hair on everyone's arms.

 

'Magic!' hissed Lord Bontura, the widened whites of hiseyes stained sickly green by the dazzle.

 

The speck brightened and swelled, then smeared to asinuous form that twisted and undulated in the air. No one;was able to move, for the effect of the light was hypnotic.

The phenomenon coalesced into a horrible, glowingapparition. Scintillating eyes appeared, and a wedge-shapedhead, and a deadly, tapered tail writhed against the floor.

Under his breath, Hoppara said, 'A relli!'

 

Kevin knew the poisonous snake of Kelewan, but this
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surpassed the biggest river viper he had ever seen. Fully twofeet in length, the serpent shimmered with a green incandescencethat cast an evil glow over every object in the room.The creature slithered forward a few inches, its head slightlyraised and its forked tongue flickering from armoured jawsto taste the air.

 

Kevin glanced at Lujan, who gripped his sheathed weaponin taut fingers. Yet even a gifted swordsman could not drawfrom the scabbard and expect to strike before the serpent.

Still on the mat, barely breathing, Mara whispered,'Don't move, anyone.'

 

As if the sound of her voice keyed response, a low buzzshook the air. The serpent's head snapped toward the Ladyof the Acoma. Its eyes brightened and seemed eerily to shinethrough the body of the soldier who knelt between, thebasin by his knees and one hand raised to bathe hismistress's face.

 

The magical apparition writhed to one side. The slantedhead twisted toward Mara and its tail whipped suddenlyinto a coil. The head rose and arched back.

 

Lujan nodded to Kevin, who took a slow, soundless stepback. Permitted room to swing, the Force Commandersnapped his wrist. His blade sang free of its scabbard anddescended, edge on, toward the creature's neck.

Yet against an arcane summoning no man could moveundetected. The snakelike creature arose until it towered tofull height. Then it struck, blindingly fast.

 

Lujan's sword sliced air, and Mara cried out in shock. Thewarrior by her side flung his body across hers, and the basin

flooded water across the floor; the glowing apparitionmissed its mark. Fangs like arrows pierced through hidearmour with no more resistance than cloth. The wedgeshapedhead followed, vanishing into the warrior's bodylike liquid sucked through a hole, and the sickly illuminationpoured after.
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For an instant, the room crawled with shadow.

 

Then the warrior screamed. His hands worked andclenched in agony, and his eyes began to glow greenly. Theillumination brightened, spilling across his skin in a floodthat burned, then blazed, then dazzled. The room heldnothing of darkness. Then flesh itself began to pucker andcrumple. The whites of the man's eyes swelled and collapsed,and his teeth glittered emerald in gums that

smouldered and turned black.

 

Hoppara and lliando shrank away in voiceless terror;Mara sat frozen, as if the spell held her rooted. Only Kevin,driven by love, found the will to react. He stepped aside,'reached past the shining flesh that now thrashed in mindlesstorment, and caught Mara's upper arm. With a tortured cryof effort he half lifted, half dragged her beyond reach of theshrieking warrior. Then he flung his own body before hers.

Lujan found his reflexes. His sword spun down in anexpert stroke and silenced the harrowing screams. Smokepuffed from the corpse, and the green glow flickered andvanished. Ordinary gloom flooded back, full darkness heldoff by the flame of one "uttering lamp.

 

Openly shaking, the Lord of the Bontura made a signagainst evil. 'A magician wishes your death, Lady Mara.That thing sought you out by the sound of your voice!'

Kevin wiped sweating hands on his robe, forgetful thatthe cloth was already sodden. He shook his head. 'I thinknot.'

 

Lord Bontura looked irritated at the contradiction, butMara raised herself from the floorboards without offence.'Why?'

 

The Midkemian looked back at her, his blue eyes level. 'Ifa Black Robe wanted you dead, you would be, and no effortof ours could have spared you. Just one of those lightningglobes we saw at the games, tossed in here, would make anend of things. But if someone wanted to scare the hell out
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of you as a warning, a slow snake would turn the tricknicely.'

 

'Snake?' said Mara. Then comprehension dawned as shepulled her arms around her knees in a huddle. 'You meanthe relli. Yes, perhaps you are correct.'

 

'There is another possibility,' Hoppara offered, blottingsweat from his brow with the back of one wrist. 'LesserMagicians and priests can work magic, and unlike anymember of the Assembly, they might be susceptible tobribes.'

 

'Who?' Kevin fought to keep the shiver of reaction fromhis voice. 'Who would have the means?'

 

Hoppara regarded the corpse left dead by the spell, its lipspulled back in a haunting rictus of pain. 'If a man couldconsign a nation's wealth to the Hamoi tong to buyassassins, might he not also stoop to paying off the priests ofa powerful temple, or hire the services of a renegade LesserMagician ?'

 

'Do you accuse Minwanabi?' said lliando, his ham handsstill clenched in his sleeves.

 

'Perhaps. Or else the party who sent us the soldiers inblack.' Hoppara surged to his feet, as if further stillnessmight burn him. Armoured, blood-streaked, and lefthaggard by stress, he looked the image of Chipino. 'We mayknow tomorrow, if we survive to return to council.'

No one spoke.
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Warlord

 

Four more attacks came.

 

Throughout the night the Acoma soldiers and their alliesendured assaults by dark warriors without house badges.The Hamoi tong troubled them no more, but the armouredsoldiers came in waves.

 

On the last influx the defenders were forced to retreat intothe small back bedroom that had no outside door. Jammedin the narrow area, they beat back enemies who sallied fromthe hall, and others who pressed for entry through theshattered window. Kevin stationed himself before Mara atall times and fought like a man possessed. By the thirdattack, almost no one remained without injuries. The mosttradition-bound Tsurani was too tired to look twice at theredheaded, ;loud-mouthed barbarian, as he rested withsword and shield in hand after the latest struggle. His bladehad stood ground with the best warriors', and let the godsdetermine the fate of a slave who refused to know his place.While the night wore on, and men died, no hand that couldstill grip a weapon could be spared.

 

After the fourth attack, Kevin could barely move. Hisarms ached with fatigue and his knees shook uncontrollably.When the last black warrior fell under his sword, hislegs folded and he hunkered on the floor, while the nervousenergy that had sustained him drained away.

 

Mara brought him a cup of water and he laughed at thereversal of roles. He drank deeply as she moved on to tend tothe others able to drink. Kevin surveyed the carnage. Thefloor, the cushions, the walls, every cranny of the chamberglistened red, and hacked bodies lay sprawled in grotesque

544

 

positions. The once pleasant room now looked like somenightmare charnel house. Of the thirty Acoma soldiers andtwo dozen Xacatecas and Bontura who had joined ranks thenight before, only ten Acoma, five Xacatecas, and threeBontura warriors stood. The rest lay slain or woundedbetween heaps of black-clad corpses that no one had energyleft to clear. Dully Kevin said, 'We must have killed ahundred of them.'

 

'Perhaps more.' Called from the pantry cupboard bynecessity, Arakasi knelt beside the slave. The sling thatsupported his arm was splashed red, and the dagger in hisleft hand seemed glued to his fingers with gore.

Kevin inclined his head. 'Doesn't that hurt?'

 

Arakasi glanced at the splinted arm and nodded. 'Ofcourse it hurts.' He looked out the door. 'Morning is almosthere. If they are to come one last time, it will be soon.'

Kevin heaved himself to his feet. He would have droppedhis sword, could he have done so without cutting his ankles.Bone-tired, and shivering from stress, he crossed unsteadilyto where Mara knelt, comforting Hoppara's woundedForce Commander. She looked up at Kevin's approach. Shelooked painfully thin by the light of the one lamp leftburning, her eyes too large in her pale face, and one of herhands was scraped raw across the knuckles. 'Are you allright?' Kevin asked.

 

She nodded absently as she struggled against weariness torise. 'So much . . . waste,' she said at last.

Somehow Kevin mustered the will to hold out a hand andpull her to her feet. 'Don't let the others hear you, my love.They'll drum you out of the council for un-Tsurani attitudes.'

Mara was too beaten to manage even the ghost of a smile.

'You're not safe in here,' he added. 'We'll get one of theservants to bring Hoppara's officer along.'

 

Mara shook her head. 'Too late.' She buried her face inthe sweaty hollow of her lover's neck.
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Kevin looked down and saw that the Xacatecas ForceCommander had ceased to breathe. The quiet strength andleadership that had kept men on the march through theburning sands of Tsubar were only a memory now. 'Gods,he was a grand soldier.'

 

Kevin guided his Lady back to the small room that hadproven the most defensible. There Lujan, two warriors, andMara's remaining house staff were trying to clear awaybodies. Those loyal soldiers who had fallen were carried toanother bedroom, waiting a time for honourable cremation,while the black-armoured corpses were kicked or rolledthrough the outer screen into a heap in the garden.

Mara leaned into Kevin. 'I don't think I shall ever get thestink of this room out of my nose.'

 

Clumsy with weariness, Kevin stroked her hair. 'The reekof a battlefield is not easily forgotten.,

 

A crash from the outer doorway echoed through theapartment. 'Lashima, they won't stop,' cried Hoppara in anote of desperation. Lord lliando stood hunched over hissword, wheezing painfully, while Lujan signalled twosoldiers to take position close to their Lady. Then theAcoma Force Commander shouldered into the corridor,Kevin hard on his heels. There were no longer enough able-bodieddefenders for him to hang back beside Mara. As hestepped into the gloom of the hallway, a voice soft as velvettouched his ears.

 

'Don't worry for her. Just fight as you can, Kevin of Zun.'The barbarian managed a nod over his shoulder at the stillpresence of Arakasi; then a pair of black soldiers werebursting through the makeshift barricade Xacatecas menhad raised in the hall. Kevin charged, while to one side moreenemies shoved at the debris that blocked an adjoiningdoorway.

 

A man could not think, but only react by reflex; Kevinlashed out, feeling the jar as his metal blade sliced into the

arm of an enemy. Another foe took his place. The pressure

of attack did not ease. Slash, backstep, slash again - Kevin

moved by ingrained instinct. He was aware of Lujan at hisside, and somebody else shouting curses in monotone. Thenthe warriors at the side door smashed through the rubble,and defenders started dying. Somebody went down underKevin's feet, and he stumbled, caught from a tumble by theblood-slippery hands of a Bontura warrior. He could onlynod swift thanks, for another assailant was upon him.Crazily he wondered where in the Empire anyone had foundso many sets of black armour. Or had somebody justlacquered over house colours to loose such an army againstthem?

 

The attackers stormed into the first chamber as thedefenders flagged. Numbers prevailed. Lujan and his lastsurvivors were driven back, and back. And yet they were notbeaten. The Tsurani possessed mulish courage, and theygave no ground freely in retreat.

 

Kevin felled a black warrior. Behind, an exhausted Lordof the Xacatecas helped the Lord of the Bontura into thesecond chamber. The heavier man was battling for air, andone leg appeared to be dragging. Kevin felt desperation closearound his chest. But the ugly, fearful vision of Mara with asword through her heart hardened his resolve to keep going.He spun, raised his sword, and attacked with reborn fury.The interval gained the two Lords enough time to maketheir escape. Another pair of live bodies between Mara anddeath, thought Kevin with callous practicality. He almostlaughed as he recalled Arakasi's words of encouragement.His sword rose and fell, parried and thrust. The fury wasgone now; only the pain of exhaustion remained. Then hisshoulder slammed against a door jamb, and his clumsymisjudgment cost. An enemy sword scored his ribs. Hehacked it away, metal hammering brittle laminate. Theblack warrior's sword shattered at the grip. Kevin shoved
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steel into the man's stark, surprised face, then stumbled overa body and landed on one knee inside the door.

Too slowly, Kevin recovered. A black soldier leapedbehind him, turning a backhanded blow upon thebarbarian's unarmoured back. Pain burned his skin, but afast parry from Lujan cracked the sword away. Kevinwhirled and delivered a heavy-handed thrust to thestomach. The enemy folded.

 

Beyond stood Arakasi, a sword clutched in his left hand asa boy might threaten with a club. 'Are you all right?'

Kevin gasped. 'Hurts like hell, but I'll live.' Against apearl-grey light that filtered through gaping screens, he sawblack warriors massed for a charge down the corridor. Hebit back another crazy laugh. 'Did I say live?'

Behind, grunts of effort from Lujan and the bang andhammer of swords sounded warning; once again foes hadbreached the wall between Mara's quarters and the nextdoorapartment. Kevin muttered, 'Guard this door!' andraced to reach Mara's location. There two Acoma soldiersstood at bay, their mistress behind them, while a half-dozendark warriors pressed to overwhelm them.

 

Hoarsely Kevin shouted, 'You bastards!' He threw himselfagainst the rearmost. The men he struck carried forwardinto those ahead. Legs tangled, and sword arms flailed, andthe whole mass tumbled to the floor. Kevin slid and rolledon the slick floor, forcing fatigued muscles to respond onemore time, and one more time again. He came up swordforemost and staggered a step. Three foes yet survived thesally. Kevin hamstrung the nearest. Another he hackedacross the back of the neck, and the blow carried barelyenough force to wound. As the two Acoma soldiers ralliedto kill the last attackers, Mara cried out, 'Kevin! Behindyou!'

 

Kevin spun, peripherally aware that the hamstrung manhad a knife. That one he had to leave to fate, because a
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sword sang down at his head. He jerked right, caught a footupon the outflung leg of a dead man, and crashed hard intothe corpse. The attacker's sword carved a glancing linealong his upper left arm. Howling with anger at the pain,Kevin twisted. His blade caught the dark warrior just abovethe groin. He shook blood out of his eyes. One of the Acomasoldiers jumped to his side, a foot raised in a thrust againstthe dying man's shield. The enemy crashed back, thrashing,into the narrow hallway, hampering another dark warriorbehind him.

 

Kevin gasped a searing breath. 'Gods! There's more ofthem!' He struggled to stand against a terrible, ringingnoise. Trumpets, he realized dully. His back was aflame andhis left arm dangled. Wetness dripped off his fingers. Still hestaggered upright and dragged after the first Acoma soldiertoward the outer door. At his back one last man waited,sword poised in protection before Mara. Kevin managed alopsided smile of farewell before he stumbled into the hall.The end was upon them. Lujan, Arakasi, Hoppari, Bontura- all were nowhere to be found, though sounds of struggleissued from the second bedchamber. Without outside help,their numbers were too depleted for them to survive.

As he reached the last doorway, Kevin sighted twosoldiers in black armour fleeing out of the hole in the walltoward the garden. Their rush struck him as funny, but tearscame instead of laughter. Again a trumpet sounded, louder.

Then the apartment was silent, save for the groan of awounded warrior and, from somewhere, the labouredwheeze of the Lord of the Bontura. Lujan stumbled out of adoorway, his helm gone and blood streaming down his facefrom a scalp wound. He gave a silly grin at Kevin and rockedto an exhausted halt. 'The Emperor! He's here! Thosetrumpets are the garrison of the palace. The Imperial Whiteshave returned!'

 

Kevin collapsed where he stood, and only the wall that
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banged his shoulder prevented him from hitting the floor. ;:Lujan sank down beside him. A nasty cut on his temple bled ~ ~freely, and his armour was hacked to scraps. Kevin un- ~- icramped his fingers from his sword, groped after a shredded .cushion, and used that to staunch the flow of blood. ^tHoppara stumbled out of the bedchamber door, Lord $.Lliando leaning on his arm. But Kevin had eyes only for :<Mara. As weary as the rest, she came to kneel by his side and

said, 'The Emperor?' ..- I

 

Before Lujan found his voice, a pair of white-clad warriorsmarched smartly through the door. One of them 1;demanded loudly, 'Who claims this place?'

 

Mara drew herself erect. Her hair in tangles and her robe .;smudged scarlet, she recovered a Lady's haughty poise. '1,Mara of the Acoma! This is my apartment. The Lords of theXacatecas and Bontura are my guests.'

 

If the imperial warrior found anything incongruous in herchoice of terms, he made no comment. 'Lady,' he addressedher in formal tones, his brows raised as he glanced around a tthe carnage. 'My Lords. The Light of Heaven commands allhouse rulers to attend the High Council at noon.'

'I shall attend,' Mara replied.

 

Without another word the Imperial Whites reeled aroundand departed. Kevin thumped his head back against thewall. Tears of exhaustion ran down his face. 'I could sleepfor months.'

 

Mara touched his face, almost sorrowfully. 'There is notime.' To Lujan she said, 'Find where Jican is hiding andsend him to our town house for clean clothing. He must alsobring back maids and servants. This place must be cleansedand I must be ready in full formal attire by noon.'

Kevin closed his eyes, savouring one blessed moment ofpeace. No matter how tired he was, a long, trying day laybefore Mara. Where she went, he was bound by his love t ogo with her.
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Pulling himself to his feet, he opened his eyes andmotioned to an equally exhausted Acoma warrior. 'Comeon. Let's start fertilizing the garden.'

 

The pillow cloth pressed to his head, Lujan motioned forthe soldier to comply. Kevin had but a step to go to find thefirst corpse, which he gripped under the arms. As thewarrior hefted the feet, and the pair of them stumbledawkwardly to the screen with their burden, Kevin observed,'Too bad it wasn't more of those Hamoi assassins. At leastthen we wouldn't have to lug armour.'

 

Lujan shook his head slightly, but a faint smile showed hisappreciation of Kevin's strange view of life.

 

After hours of bustling preparation, Mara emerged from anapartment cleared of dead and debris. Her hair was washedand bound back under a jewelled headdress, and formalrobes brought from her town house flowed down to slippersunspattered with blood. Her honour guard wore trappingsborrowed at need from the house garrison, and Lujan'sofficer's plumes nodded proudly from his helm, still damp,but at least rinsed clean since the battle. If bracers andflowing cloaks hid scabs and bandages, and if the walk ofthe warriors was on the stiff side of correct, Mara judged thehonour of the Acoma remained unblemished by theirappearance as she approached the entrance to the HighCouncil chambers.

 

Imperial Whites stood guard in the hallways, and a troopof ten was stationed before the portal. There Mara's partywas signalled to halt. 'Lady,' one of the soldiers commandedwith scant sign of deference, 'the Light of Heaven permitsyou to enter with but one soldier, lest more bloodshed defilehis palace.'

 

Mara could only bow before an imperial edict. After aninstant of swift thought, she inclined her head to Lujan.'Return to our quarters and await my summons.'
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Then, from the ranks of her guard, she signalled toArakasi to stand forth. The splint beneath his right bracermight decrease his advantage as a fighter, but she did notwish to be without his counsel. And after the past night,even if a Lord was rash enough to try violence in thepresence of the Emperor's guard, Kevin had proved he couldhandle the sword in Arakasi's scabbard.

 

Yet as Mara also waved her body slave from her retinue,the guard put up a restraining hand. 'One soldier only, myLady.'

 

Mara returned a disdainful look.'Do slave robes look likearmour today?' Her eyes narrowed, and with all thearrogance she could muster she added, 'I will not subject anhonourably wounded warrior to the duties of a commonrunner. When I need to send for my escort, the slave will beneeded to carry my orders.'

 

The guard hesitated, and Mara swept past before he couldrally and offer argument. Kevin forced himself to followwithout a glance back, lest unsubservient behaviour precipitatea quick change of mind about his worthiness to beadmitted.

 

The hall seemed sparsely populated after the previousday, and those Lords present were considerably moresubdued. Mara acknowledged a few greetings as she moved 5. ,to her seat, her eyes busy between times taking stock ofempty places. To Arakasi she murmured, 'At least fiveOmechan Lords are absent.'

 

The instant she settled in her chair, a flurry of activitycommenced. A dozen notes were placed before her bysoldiers who simply bowed and left without waiting forreply. Mara scanned each quickly, then handed the papers ~to Arakasi, who put them in his tunic without a glance. 'We

have gained,' she said in amazement.

 

She pointed to an area that had stayed empty throughoutthe previous week. Now elaborately robed nobles were
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arriving to take their seats, with warriors that lookeduntouched by combat. 'The Blue Wheel Party is among us.'

Arakasi nodded. 'Lord Kamatsu of the Shinzawai comesto bargain with others, gaining whatever advantage LordKeda can command. He and Lord Zanwai will do little morethan keep their party from deserting wholesale in the firstten minutes.'

 

Mara glanced at the company, seeking the familiar face ofHokanu. Only one soldier wore Shinzawai blue, and he wasa stranger, wearing the high plume of a Force Commander.Obviously, the heir to the Shinzawai estate was no longerpermitted to come where he would be at risk. Mara feltdisappointed.

 

A hush fell over the room as the two highest-rankingLords entered last. Axantucar, now Lord of the Oaxatucan,stepped down to his chair roughly the same moment asTasaio. Both walked with haughty bearing, as if they werethe only men of consequence in the room. Neither one somuch as glanced in the direction of his major opponent.

As soon as each candidate was seated, a number of Lordsstood up and moved as if to confer with either Tasaio orAxantucar. Each would halt a moment, as if exchanging aquick greeting, then return to his chair.

 

Kevin asked, 'What are they doing?2

 

'Voting upon the office of Warlord,' answered Arakasi.'By this act each Lord confirms his allegiance to the claimanthe prefers to wear the white and gold. Those who are

undecided'- his hand swept the room -'watch and choose.'

Kevin looked down and observed that Mara closelymeasured the play of the Great Game. 'When do you go toOaxatucan?'

 

'Not yet.' Mara's brow furrowed as she studied the orderof nobles who moved across the floor to either the Lord ofthe Oaxatucan or the Lord of the Minwanabi.

 

Then, for no reason-that was apparent to foreign eyes,

Mara abruptly rose and descended the stairs. She crossedthe lower floor as if heading toward Tasaio. A hush fell overthe room. All eyes watched the slender woman as shemounted the stairs toward the Minwanabi chair. Then sheturned and in three short strides came alongside the seat ofHoppara of the Xacatecas. She spoke briefly to him andreturned to her place.

 

Kevin whispered, 'What was that? Could the boy take theoffice?'

 

Arakasi said, 'It is a ploy.'

 

Several other Lords moved to speak to Hoppara, andsoon it was clear that no other claimant would declarehimself. Kevin quickly calculated in his head and said,'It'sroughly equal. A quarter for Minwanabi, a quarter forOaxatucan, a quarter for Xacatecas, and a quarter yetundecided.

 

For a long quiet moment no one moved. Lords sat in theirfinery and looked about, or spoke to advisers or servants.Then another Lord here or there would rise and move to oneof the three claimants. After a few moments another pairwould rise and make their preference known.

 

Then Kevin said, 'Wait! That Lord in the featheredheaddress spoke to Minwanabi before. Now he's speakingto Oaxatucan.'

 

Mara nodded. 'The balance shifts back and forth.'

The afternoon wore slowly on. As bars of sunlight movedacross the high expanse of the dome, the High Councilcontinued the strange custom that determined primacyamong Ruling Lords of the Empire. Twice Mara rose tospeak with Lord Xacatecas, showing that her support forthe young man was unshaken.

 

Then, as evening approached, Mara nodded at someunseen signal. The next moment both she and LordHoppara rose. As one they moved from their differentvantage points and arrived before the chair of Axantucar. A

,

 

.~

e ~

d~ ,

 

e

s ~ i

r

t

r

 

i.

 

e;

 

rustle swept the chamber. Suddenly another score of noblesleft their places and advanced to stand before the OmechanLord.

 

Then Mara returned to her seat and said, 'Now.'

Kevin saw her eyes move to where Tasaio sat. The Lord ofthe Minwanabi returned a look of such pure malevolencethat Kevin felt chills touch his skin. By now his woundsached, and his robes itched, and every bruise acquired thenight before made standing a trial of endurance.

As Kevin wondered how much longer the council coulddrag on without resolution, the climate in the hall changedsuddenly from waiting stillness to charged expectancy.

Tasaio rose. The great chamber became silent, every Lordmotionless in his chair. In a voice that rang loudly in thequiet, the Lord of the Minwanabi said, 'It is fitting a messagebe sent to the Light of Heaven that one among us is willingto wear the white and gold, that he will stand first among usto guarantee continuance of the Empire. Let it be known hisname is Axantucar of the Oaxatucan.'

 

A cheer arose from the council gathering, a vast echo ofsound that filled the chamber to the highest arch in theceiling; though Kevin noticed more than half of the Lordsresponded with little enthusiasm. He asked Arakasi, 'Whydid Minwanabi give up?'

 

Mara herself returned answer. 'He was defeated. It istradition for the Lord who is closest to the victor to proclaimto the Emperor.'

 

Kevin smiled. 'That's a bitter draught.'

 

The Lady of the Acoma nodded slowly. 'Bitter indeed.' Asif she noticed the discomfort that wore away at her love'sreserves, she added, 'Patience. By tradition we must waituntil the Light of Heaven sends his acknowledgment of theappointment.'

 

Kevin bore up as best he could. Despite today's call tocouncil, and the selection of a new Warlord, the barbarian
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remained unconvinced that Ichindar was as much a slave totradition as his Lady thought. Yet he chose to say nothingWithin a half hour a messenger in white and gold liveryentered, with a company of the Imperial Whites. Theycarried a mantle of snowy feathers, the edges trimmed inshining gold. They bowed before the chair of Omechan andpresented the cloak to Axantucar.

 

Kevin studied the new Warlord as the mantle was laidupon his shoulders. While the uncle, Almecho, had been abarrel-cheated, bull-necked man, this nephew looked like aslender poet or teacher. His frame was thin to extreme andhis face ascetic, almost delicate. But the triumph in his eyesrevealed as rapacious a soul as Tasaio's.

 

'He seems pleased,' said Kevin under his breath.

Arakasi spoke quietly. 'He should be. He must have spenta large portion of his inheritance to have a half-dozen Lordsmurdered.'

 

'You think the black-clad warriors were his?'

 

'Almost without doubt.'

 

Mara said, 'Why would he send soldiers against us? Wewould support any rival of Tasaio.'

 

'To prevent unpredictable alliances. And to ensure blamefor the general slaughter was placed at Minwanabi's door.'Arakasi's mood turned expansive, perhaps from satisfactionover an enemy's defeat. 'He is the victor. Minwanabiisn't. The tong almost certainly worked for Tasaio.Logically, the other soldiers were Omechan.'

 

Order returned to the council, and after an uneventfulinterval of speechmaking, Mara gave Kevin the order tofetch Lujan and her warriors. 'We return to our town housetonight.'

 

The Midkemian bowed to her as a proper slave might,and walked slowly from the huge hall with its bejewelled,enigmatic Ruling Lords. Again he concluded that the

Tsurani were the strangest race with the most convolutedcustoms a man might ever encounter.

 

Calm returned to Kentosani. For an interval Mara and herhousehold rested, healing wounds and assimilating thechanges effected in politics since Axantucar's assumption ofthe Warlordship. Evenings were festive in the town house asthe Lady of the Acoma entertained several influential Lordswhose interest now favoured her house. Kevin seemed moredisgruntled than usual, but between exhaustion and hersocial obligations, Mara had little opportunity to deal withhis dark mood.

 

Arakasi sought out his mistress on the third morning asshe reviewed communications from several Lords stillwithin the city. Clad in a clean servant's robe, and contentfor the moment to let his splinted arm rest openly in a sling,he still gave her the deep bow her rank entitled. 'Mistress,the Minwanabi retinue has boarded barges upon the river.Tasaio is returning to his estates.'

 

Mara stood, her pens and papers and messages forgottenin the joy of the moment. 'Then we may safely return home.'

Again Arakasi bowed, this time lower than before.'Mistress, I wish to beg your forgiveness. In all thatoccurred, I was not prepared for the Lord of the Oaxatucanto rise so quickly to replace his uncle.'

 

'You take yourself too harshly to task, Arakasi.' Ashadow crossed Mara's face, and she moved restlessly to thewindow. Outside, the trees were shedding blossoms over thestreets. Servants still pushed vegetable carts, and messengersstill ran on swift feet. The day seemed bright and ordinary,like waking after nightmare. 'Who among us could haveanticipated the murder that was done that night?' Maraadded. 'Your work spared five Lords, myself among them. Iwould venture no single person did more, and the result

gained the Acoma great prestige.'
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Arakasi bowed his head. 'My mistress is gracious.'

'I am grateful,' Mara amended. 'Come. Let us go home.'

Later that afternoon, the Acoma garrison marchedsmartly from the town house, Mara's !litter and carry boxesand a wagon bearing the wounded securely in their midst.At the docks, boats waited to take the mistress and herretinue downriver. Settled upon cushions beneath a canopy,with Kevin at her side, Mara regarded the everyday bustle oftrade along the waterfront. 'It is so tranquil. You wouldthink nothing untoward had occurred in the last week.'

Kevin also watched the dock workers, fishermen, andlabourers, the occasional beggar and street child interruptingthe organized flow of commerce. 'The common folk arenever caught up in the affairs of the powerful - unless theyhave the misfortune to find themselves in the way. Then theydie. Otherwise, their lives go on, each day of work like thenext.'

 

Troubled by an undercurrent of bitterness in his tone,Mara studied the man she had come to love. The breezeruffled his red hair, and the beard she could never quitebecome accustomed to. He leaned intently against the rail,the set of his shoulders stiff, the result of the scabs left bybattle. The wrist beneath her hands was still bandaged, andthe look in his eyes held a bleakness, as if he saw sorrow inthe sunlight. She wanted to ask him his thoughts, but a shoutfrom the shore distracted her.

 

The boatman cast off lines. Polemen began their chant,and the craft slipped away from Kentosani and turneddownriver on the seaward pull of the Gagajin. Afternoonbreezes snapped the pennons above the canopy, and Marafelt her heart lift. Tasaio had been defeated, and she wasreturning safely home. 'Here,' she said to Kevin. 'Let us sitwith a cool drink.'

 

The boats passed beyond the lower boundary of the HolyCity, and the banks showed the green of land under
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cultivation. The smell of river reeds mixed with the richaroma of spring soil and the pungency of ngaggi trees. Thetowers of the temples receded, and Mara drowsed contentedly,her head against Kevin's thigh.

 

A cry from the shore aroused her. 'Acoma!'

 

Her Force Commander hailed back from the prow of thefirst boat, and presently the servants were all pointing to acluster of tents at the river's edge. A war camp of impressivesize spread over the meadow, and from the highest pole agreen banner with a shatra bird emblem blew in the wind. AtMara's signal the steersman changed course for the bank,and by the time the boat reached the shallows a thousandAcoma soldiers waited to greet their mistress. Mara marvelledat their number, and her throat tightened with emotion.Scarcely ten years before, when she had assumed the mantleof Ruling Lady, there had been but thirty-seven left to wearthe Acoma green....

 

Three Strike Leaders greeted her litter and bowed asKevin assisted her out onto firm soil. 'Welcome, LadyMara!'

 

The warriors cheered as one to see their mistress again.The three officers formed ranks and escorted her throughthe troops to the shady awning of the command tent.

There Keyoke waited, standing tall upon his crutch. Hemanaged a formal bow and said, 'Mistress, our hearts arejoyous at the sight of you.'

 

Fighting a sudden rush of tears, Mara answered, 'And myheart sings for the sight of you, dear companion.'

Keyoke bowed at the kindness, and moved aside so shemight enter and settle in comfort on the pillows piled uponthe thick carpets. Kevin sank to his knees beside her. Hekneaded her back with the hand that had sustained noinjury, and under his touch he felt her tension dissolve into

quiet contentment.

 

Still at his post by the entrance, Keyoke saw the calm that
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settled over his mistress's face. As he had in the past for LordSezu, he faced the outer world, where Lujan approachedwith Arakasi, Strike Leader Kenji, and the few halesurvivors from the night of the bloody swords. A secretsmile twitched the old retainer's lips as he held up a hand inrestraint.

 

'Force Commander,' said the former holder of that office,'if I may presume. There are times when it is best to letmatters wait. Return to your mistress in the morning.'

Lujan bowed to Keyoke's experience and called to theothers to share a round of hwaet beer.

 

Inside the cool tent, Kevin glanced questioningly at theold man, who nodded his head in approval, then slipped theties on the door curtains and let them slap gently closed.Outside the door now, Keyoke faced the sunlight. Hiscraggy features remained impassive, but his eyes held a clearlight of pride for the lover of the woman he counted thedaughter of his heart.

 

Arakasi's messenger had made very plain what theAcoma owed to Kevin's courage with a sword. Keyoke'sgrim face softened a fraction as he considered the stump thathad been his right leg. Gods, but he was getting soft in hisdotage. Never had he thought to see the day when he wouldbe grateful for the impertinence of that redheaded barbarianslave.

 

Evening shadows dimmed the great hall of the Minwanabiin the hour Lord Tasaio returned. Still clad in the armour hehad worn on his trip upriver, his only concession toformality the silk officer's cloak he had tossed over hisshoulders, he strode through the wide main doorway. Thechamber was filled. Every member of the household stoodarrayed to meet him, and behind them, every second cousinand vassal that had serviced the years of warfare andconflict. Tasaio strode between their still ranks as though he
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were totally alone. Only when he reached the dais did hestop, turn, and acknowledge the presence of others.

Incomo stepped forward to greet him. 'The hearts of theMinwanabi are filled at our Lord's return.'

 

Tasaio returned a curt nod. He handed his battle helm to aservant, who bowed and retreated hastily. Never a man towaste words on banalities, the Lord of the Minwanabiturned a flat gaze upon his adviser. 'Are the priests ready?'

Incomo bowed. 'As you requested, my Lord.'

 

New black-and-orange cushions adorned the high dais,along with a rug sewn of sarcat pelts and a table fashioned ofintricately etched harulth bones. Tasaio gave the change infurnishings what seemed a passing glance; yet no detailescaped him. Satisfied that nothing left over from Desio'srule remained, he sat and gave no other sign beyond layingthe bared steel blade of the Minwanabi ancestral swordacross his knees.

 

There followed a pause, in which Incomo belatedlyrealized that he was expected to act without further signfrom the master. Where Desio had insisted on control overeven the tiniest action, Tasaio expected to be served. TheMinwanabi First Adviser waved for the ceremony tocommence.

 

A pair of priests approached the dais, one wearing the redpaint and death mask of Turakamu and the other clad in thefull-sleeved white robe of Juran the Just. Each intoned ablessing from the god they served. There followed noofferings, and no grand ceremony in the manner that Desiohad orchestrated. The priest of Juran lit a candle, forconstancy, and left it burning in a stand woven of the reedsthat symbolized the frailties of mortal man before his god. Thepriest of the Death God did not dance or blow whistles.Neither did he ask his deity to show favour. Instead, he trod upthe stairs of the dais and reminded in cold words that apromise of sacrifice remained unfulfilled.
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'A vow sworn upon the blood of House Minwanabi,' thepriest reminded. 'The family of the Acoma must die in thename of Turakamu, with Minwanabi lives as surety. Whowould accept the lord's mantle must also complete thischarge.'

 

Tasaio said thinly, 'I acknowledge our debt to the RedGod. My hand on this sword confirms it.'

 

The red priest traced a sigil in the air. 'Turakamu smileupon your endeavour . . . or seal your death and that of yourheirs should you fail.' Bones clacked and rattled as the priestspun around and left the dais; while the draught of hispassage "uttered the candle of the Just God.

 

The new Lord of the Minwanabi sat silently, withoutexpression, as first one and then another family member orretainer came forward to bow and pledge loyalty. When thelast vassal had affirmed fealty, he arose and called to theStrike Leader posted by the side door, 'Send in myconcubines.'

 

Two young women entered, both wearing rich clothes.One was tall, slender, and fair-haired, her wide-set eyes jadegreen, and delicately enhanced with paint. The other, robedin gauze lace dyed scarlet, had a dark complexion and arounded figure. Of different types, both women owned abeauty that stopped men's eyes, and they advanced in tinysteps, in the fashion of those trained since childhood to givepleasure. Both bowed gracefully before the dais, slender legsshown to advantage by short robes, and loose-wrappedgowns revealing an ample glimpse of breast. Although suchwomen were chosen from among the loveliest in the Empire,neither held status above the meanest servant. All who weregathered in the hall stilled in curiosity to see what their Lordwished with his courtesans.

 

Before Tasaio's dais, both women fell to their knees.touching foreheads to the floor.

 

'Look at me,' commended Tasaio.
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Frightened, but in all things obedient, the two youngwomen did as instructed. 'Your will, my Lord,' they intonedin voices of practised softness.

 

The new Lord of the Minwanabi regarded them withdispassionate eyes. 'Incarna,' he addressed the dark one.'Are your children close?'

 

Incarna nodded, dread draining the colour from hercheeks. She had borne her Lord two illegitimate children,but their father's rise in status might not be to their benefit. Itwas not uncommon for a man come to the mantle of RulingLord to kill such offspring, preventing any claim upon thefamily.

 

.'Bring them,' Tasaio commanded.

 

A shimmer that might have been tears brightenedIncarna's almond eyes. Yet she jumped to her feet andhurried out of the Minwanabi great hall. Tasaio's regardshifted to the fair woman who remained on her knees beforethe dais. 'Sanjana, you've told my First Adviser you are withchild?'

 

Sanjana held her hands clasped, but the beadwork onher robe shimmered in the light as she trembled. 'Yes,Lord,' she replied, the huskiness in her voice no ploy toseem seductive.

 

Tasaio said nothing. His face and manner did not changeeven when Incarna reappeared, half dragging a small boybehind her. He had Tasaio's auburn hair and his mother'srosy complexion, and though he did not cry, his mother'snervousness frightened him. Carried in the concubine'sarms was a second child, a girl not yet old enough to walksuch a distance on her own. Too young to understand, sherode with her fingers in her mouth, her pale amber eyes onthe gathering of people in the hall.

 

From his place on the dais, Tasaio looked the children

over as a man might inspect merchandise for flaws. Then,almost absently, he motioned to Force Commander
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Irrilandi. Pointing at Sanjana, he said, 'Take this womanoutside. I will see her die.'

 

Sanjana's fist came to her mouth. Her magnificent jade-colouredeyes filled with tears of terror, and her poise failedher. Unable to rise, she remained trembling on her kneesuntil two warriors stepped in and gripped her by the arms.Her efforts to choke back painful sobs echoed over thestillness of the gathering as the men half led, half carried herfrom the hall.

 

Alone before the dais, Incarna stood shivering, her handsclenched to her children, and her face sweating with fear.Tasaio regarded her without pity or tenderness and said, 'Itake this woman for my wife, and name these children whatare their names?'

 

Incarna blinked, then hastily managed to whisper,'Dasari and llani, my Lord.'

 

'Dasari is my heir.' Tasaio's voice rang out over thegathering and echoed off the vaulted ceiling. 'llani is my firstdaughter.'

 

Then the stillness broke before a rustle of movement as allin the room bowed to the new Lady of the Minwanabi.Tasaio instructed Incomo,'Have servants prepare suitablequarters for the Lady of the Minwanabi and her children.'To Incarna he said, 'Wife, retire to your quarters and awaitmy call. Teachers will be sent for the children tomorrow. Iwould have them begin instruction in their duties to theirfamily. Dasari will someday rule this house.'

 

The former concubine bowed, her movements still tensewith terror. She took no joy from her sudden rise in station,but hurried her son and carried her daughter from the dais,past hundreds of staring strangers.

 

To his guests, relations, and vassals, Tasaio said, 'Weshall have the wedding ceremony tomorrow. You are allwelcome to share the feast.'

 

At this, Incomo's long face froze against showing alarm.
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A wedding required careful planning, to ensure the mostfavourable auspices. The timing, the food, the ritualmarriage hut - all required the blessings of priests andmeticulous attention to tradition. Unions of great Lordswere seldom undertaken at short notice, lest details beoverlooked and ill luck visit the new couple and carrythrough the next generation.

 

Yet Tasaio gave the matter short shrift. With the silverysteel of his ancestral sword set at rest on his shoulder, hesaid, 'See to the arrangements, First Adviser.'

Then, the bared blade flashing under the skylight as heturned, he motioned for Incomo to follow and strode fromthe hall without further speech. Tasaio moved toward theouter door, certain that the two soldiers who were stationedon either side would have it open in time for him to passthrough.

 

As their Lord emerged from the house and stepped intothe courtyard, two warriors snapped to attention, theterrified Sanjana between them. She had shaken her hairfrom its pins, and the length of it fell in waves down herback, rare gold enhanced by the sun. She held her eyesdowncast, but at Tasaio's appearance she looked upentreatingly. The soft white skin over her breasts showedher quick breathing, but her courtesan's skills did not failher. Even frightened, even driven by desperation, she stillmanaged to husband the only advantage she possessed.Sanjana parted red lips and arranged her slim body so thatno man who beheld her could mistake her for what she was:a magnificent ornament whose sole purpose was pleasure.

The effect was not lost upon Tasaio. His eyes brightenedas he followed all of her curves and hollows and drank in thepromise of lust that her provocative pose implied. He licked

his lips, bent down, and kissed her fully and long. With onehand he caressed her breasts. Then he stepped back andsaid, 'I have found you a satisfactory bedmate.' As hope
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filled her magnificent eyes, he smiled at her. He savoured themoment, and the sparkle of relief in her expression, as headded, 'Kill her. Now.'

 

Her face blanched in stark terror, but she had no chanceto cry out. One warrior caught both of her wrists andyanked them high, forcing her to look at Tasaio, while theother, stiff-faced, pulled out his sword and drove the bladehome in her stomach.

 

She jerked and gave one thin, high scream of abject agony.Then blood fountained from her mouth, pattering in dropson the courtyard path. Her legs crumpled. Held pinioned bythe warrior's grip, she hung through the throes of her dying.Bright blood darkened brighter hair. Then her musclessagged, and her head rolled forward, and the lovely longwhite thighs went limp.

 

'Take her away,'Tasaio said on a wild, ragged breath. Hiseyes were round and his colour high. Then he inhaled deeplyas if to calm himself and said to Incomo, 'I shall bathe. Sendtwo slave girls to attend me, and see that they are young andbeautiful, preferably untouched.'

 

Faintly sick, and distressed that it might show, Incomobowed. 'As my Lord wishes.' He began to leave.

'I am not done with my instructions,' Tasaio chided. Hewalked on down the garden path, his mouth curled at thecorners in the faintest beginning of a smile, as he signalledIncomo to follow. 'I have given some thought to the matterof the Acoma spies. The time has come to turn ourknowledge into advantage. Come, I will instruct you beforeI retire.'

 

Incomo forced his mind away from the memory of thedying courtesan; he must pay attention. Tasaio was not aman who took kindly to incompetence; he would giveorders once, and expect them to be followed to the letter.Yet the avid gleam in the master's eye left the First Adviserdeeply discomforted. He held up a hand that shook despite
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his best efforts. 'Perhaps,' he suggested tactfully, 'my Lordwould prefer to discuss such matters of business after thecomforts of his bath ?'

 

Tasaio stopped. He turned amber eyes to his First Adviserand studied the older man intently. His smile deepened.You have served my family well,' he said finally, his tonelike unmarked velvet. 'I will humour you.'

 

Then he continued down the path, saying, 'Consideryourself dismissed, until I call.'

 

The old adviser remained, his heart pounding as if he hadfinished a hard run. His knees shook. He sensed withuncanny certainty that the master had perceived his weakness,then let the matter pass, as if he knew the FirstAdviser's imagination would torment him with abuses farworse than the sport Tasaio planned in his bath with hisslave girls. Too shaken yet to feel sadness, Incomo facedfacts - against his deepest hopes, Lord Tasaio had inheritedthe family predilection for viciousness and appetite for pain.

The Lord of the Minwanabi rested in his bathing tub while aservant poured hot water over his shoulders. He watched hisFirst Adviser bow through hazy, half-closed eyes, butIncomo did not deceive himself. Languid though Tasaiomight seem, the hands left poised on the rim of the tub wereneither slack nor relaxed.

 

'I came as my Lord required.' Incomo straightened, hisnostrils flaring as he caught a pungent, sweet odour on theair, explained a moment later as Tasaio reached over andlifted a long pipe of tateesha from a side table. He set thestem between his lips and sucked deeply. The First Adviserof the Minwanabi buried his surprise. The sap of the tateenbush contained a substance that induced euphoria - the nutswere often chewed by slaves in the field to lessen thedrudgery of their lives - but the silks, at bloom, contained apowerful narcotic. The smoke brought first an enhancement
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and then a distortion of perception; prolonged use broughtthe mind to a trancelike stupor. The First Adviser consideredthe lure of such a drug to a man who enjoyed

inflicting pain on others, then thought better of suchmusing. It was not his place to question the practices of hismaster.

 

'Incomo,' said Tasaio with sharp and incisive clarity, 'Ihave decided that we must move forward with our plan todestroy the Acoma.'

 

'As my Lord commands,' Incomo said.

 

Tasaio's fingers tapped arrhythmically on the tub rim, asif he ticked off points. 'Once that is accomplished, I shallthen destroy that preening calley bird Axantucar.' His eyesabruptly flicked open. He gazed at the First Adviser, everyfibre of him angry. 'If that buffoon of a cousin of mine haddone his duty and destroyed Mara, I would wear the whiteand gold today.'

 

Incomo thought it politic not to remind his Lord that ithad been Tasaio who had devised the plan to destroy Mara,not Desio. He returned a stiff nod.

 

Tasaio waved away the bath servant. 'Leave us.' Alonewith his adviser, and wrapped in rising curls of steam, hedrew again on his pipe. Physically, he seemed to relax, andhis eyes grew drowsy once more. 'I want one of those twoAcoma spies promoted.'

 

'My Lord?'

 

Tasaio leaned over the edge of the tub and rested his chinupon it. 'Need I repeat myself?'

 

'No, my Lord,' Incomo murmured quickly, warned by thespark of fire under the master's lashes. 'I am just not surewhat you mean.'

 

'I wish to have one of the Acoma spies close at hand.'Tasaio considered a rising ribbon of smoke as if it told himsecrets. He went on, 'I would observe this servant. Let himbelieve that he can eavesdrop upon critical conversations.
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You and I shall be certain that nothing he overhears isinherently false; no. Never false. But we'll also rememberanything we say will also be heard by Mara. The deep planswe keep to ourselves, discussed only when we are alone. Thelittle things we say before the spy will be offered as a gambit.I want this servant observed, and followed, until thisnetwork of Acoma spies is infiltrated.'

 

Incomo bowed. 'Anything else, my Lord?'

 

Tasaio set the pipe to his lips and drew another lungful ofthe intoxicating smoke. 'No. I am tired. I will sleep.Tomorrow at dawn I will hunt. Then I will dine with youand the other advisers. At midday I will marry, andthroughout the afternoon we shall celebrate the weddingfestival. Send to the nearby villages for entertainers.'Nothing if not concise, Tasaio summed up. 'Now leave.'

The Minwanabi First Adviser retired from his master'spresence. Upon return to his quarters, he determined thetime was appropriate to begin composition of his deathprayer. A careful man addressed this task when he got on inyears, that his final appeal to the gods be read by someonewho survived him. To name the Lady of the Acoma fordestruction seemed a perilous enough course, but to markthe new Warlord, who had just come to power over thebodies of five other claimants, as a target was suicide.

As he shed his formal robe of office, Incomo wasted notime wondering whether Tasaio's planning was a dreamthat would disperse with the tateesha smoke - the eyesbeneath their heavy lids had been all too dangerously aware.Sighing at the discomfort of stiff knees, Incomo knelt beforehis writing table. Three Minwanabi Lords before Tasaio hehad called master, and while they were not men he admired,they were Lords he was pledged to serve with his mind andwill and if need be, his life. Taking a deep breath, he took up

his pen and began to write.

 

~F * ~
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The festivities were modest, but those in attendance seemedto enjoy themselves. The food was ample, the wineabundant, and the Lord of the Minwanabi sat atop his daisin the great hall of his ancestors, looking every inch thequintessential Tsurani warrior. If he was not overlysolicitous to his wife, he was polite and observed all theforms. Incarna's skimpy courtesan's garb had been replacedby a robe of stunning richness, black silk embroidered withorange threads at sleeves, neck and hem, and studded downthe front with matching pearls of incalculable worth.

The two children sat quietly at their father's feet, the boyslightly higher and closer than the girl. Occasionally Tasaiowould speak to Dasari, instructing him in some point oftrivia or another. From the moment he named his sonlegitimate, Tasaio was determined to groom him forrulership. The boy's robe was a clear imitation of hisfather's, down to the embroidery upon the sleeve, theoutline of a snarling sarcat. The little girl, llani, was contentto sit below her father's feet, chewing upon a sweet fruitwhile a juggler entertained.

 

Behind the Lord of the Minwanabi stood a servant, onerecently promoted to the personal service of the master of theestate. While only the least of four men assigned responsibilityfor attending to their Lord's needs, this one listened with alittle more attention to the nuances of conversation.

Throughout the evening the festivities continued, untilTasaio rose and bid his guests good evening. Motioning forIncomo to accompany him, the Lord of the Minwanabimoved toward his private quarters. Incomo quietlyrequested the servant to follow and station himself at thedoor to the master's chamber, against Tasaio's needs. Theservant did as he was bid with a patience that concealed thefact that he avidly consigned to memory every word thatpassed between the Lord and his First Adviser.
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An ancient ulo tree clutched the soil with gnarled roots, andits branches threw the site of the Acoma natami into deep,cool shade. Mara bowed before the stone that was sacred toher ancestors and the embodiment of Acoma honour. Shespoke a few ritual phrases and placed a tied cluster offlowers before the monument, blossoms in seven coloursthat represented each of the good gods. On this, the first dayof summer, she gave thanks for the well-being of all underher protection. For a moment after the brief ceremony shelingered. The sacred contemplation glade held uniquepeace, for here none but the head gardener, an invited priest,or those born of Acoma blood might tread. Here she couldtruly be alone with her thoughts and emotions.

Mara regarded the beautiful reflecting pool, the smallstream, and the graceful shapes of the shrubs. A suddendisquiet came over her. At times she recalled, too clearly, theassassin who had once nearly brought her death on the soilbefore her own natami. The memory often visited herunawares, like a chill on a hot day. Restless now, andanxious to leave the confinement of the garden's highcontainment hedge, Mara arose. She left the lovely gardenand stepped under the arched outer gate and, as always,found a servant waiting.

 

He bowed the instant she made her appearance.

'Mistress,' said a voice she immediately recognized. 'YourSpy Master has returned with news.'

 

Four weeks had passed since Mara's return from thecouncil that elected the new Warlord. The Spy Master hadbeen absent gathering information for most of that time,and her delight at discovering him back was most welcometo him.

 

'Rise up, Arakasi,' Mara said. 'I will hear your report inmy study.'

 

Inside, settled on cushions with the customary light mealon a tray by his elbow, Arakasi sat quietly, his arm resting in

a sling of elaborately knotted string, of a fashion tied by sailhands.

 

'You've been on a boat,' Mara observed. 'Or else in thecompany of sailors.'

 

'Neither,' Arakasi said in his distinctively modulatedvoice. 'But that was the impression I wished to lend the lastperson I paid for information. Sailors' gossip is seldomreliable,' he added conclusively.

 

Curious who such a person might have been, Mara knewbetter than to inquire. She had no idea how Arakasi'snetwork operated, nor who his agents were - that was partof her original agreement when the Spy Master sworeservice to her house. Mara always saw that Arakasireceived whatever he needed to maintain his agents, butshe was oath-bound not to ask for names. A spy in houseservice risked slave's death by hanging, were he to bediscovered, betrayed, or sold out; should Mara's house fallto an enemy, neither she nor any retainer could break trust.The network would survive to serve Ayaki, or in worstcase, were the Acoma natami to be buried upside down,forever denied the sunlight, loyal subjects who served asspies could die on the blade without shame in the eyes ofthe gods.

 

Arakasi said, 'Something fortunate has occurred, perhaps.One of our agents in the Minwanabi house has beenpromoted to the personal service of Tasaio.'

 

Mara's eyes widened with pleasure. 'That is wonderfulnews.' Yet as Arakasi's face betrayed his lack of agreement,she said, 'You are suspicious?'

 

'This is too timely.' Blandest when he was troubled,Arakasi qualified. 'We know one agent was discovered andescaped only by means that border upon the miraculous.The other two have been left untroubled - and theirintelligence has been accurate for the most part - butsomething in this rings false.'
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Mara considered for a moment, then suggested, 'Begin toinsinuate another agent into the Minwanabi house.'

Arakasi worried at a loose end of string and watched oneof the knots come unravelled. 'Lady, it is too soon after thediscovery of our agent, and too near the accession of a newLord. The Minwanabi will closely examine new candidatesfor service in any capacity, particularly since Axantucar'srise to power. At this time it is too risky to send a strangerinto the Minwanabi estate.'

 

Only a fool would not bow to the Spy Master's judgment.Mara made a tight gesture of frustration, that she had noclear line of intelligence into the one house she feared aboveall others. Tasaio was too dangerous to remain unwatched.'Let me think on this,' she said to her Spy Master.

Arakasi bowed his head. 'Your will, my Lady.' His nextitem of news was still less welcome. 'Tecuma of the Anasatiis ill.'

 

'Gravely?' Mara sat straight in concern. Despite anantagonism begun in her father's time, and continuedthrough her late husband's death, she respected the oldLord. And Ayaki's safety depended heavily upon theunofficial alliance between the Acoma and Anasati. With apang of self-recrimination, Mara saw that she had tempted

trouble by not taking a suitable husband. One heir was tooslender a thread on which to hang Acoma continuance.

Arakasi's voice snapped her out of reflection. 'To allappearance, Tecuma is in no danger - but the illness lingers,and he is an old man. Much of his former vigour was lostwith the death of his eldest son, Halesko, during the betrayalupon Midkemia. With Jiro now heir . . . I think the Lord ofAnasati grows tired of the Game of the Council and,perhaps, of life.'

 

Mara sighed, feeling oppression in the deepeningshadows. The rest of Arakasi's information consisted ofintriguing minor details, a few of which were going to

interest Jican. But worry undermined the interplay of witsshe usually enjoyed with her Spy Master, and she excusedhim without speculation at the conclusion of his report.Alone in her study, she called for her writing desk andpenned a note to wish Tecuma a swift recovery. She pickedup her chop, inked it, and pressed it into the parchment,then had her runner summon a messenger to deliver the noteto the Anasati.

 

By now the sun hung low over the meadows. The heat hadlessened, and Mara walked alone in her garden awhile,listening to the play of water over the rocks and the rustle ofbirds in the trees. The round of the game that had broughtthe new Warlord to power had been extremely bitter andbloody. New strategies would have to be evolved and newplans made, for' while winners and losers alike were retiringto their estates to reassess, the plotting would go unabated.

Tasaio was far more dangerous than Desio, but fate hadgiven him a more perilous situation than his predecessor.His defeat in Tsubar had left his resources lessened, and hehad gained an unpredictable - and potentially lethal - rivalin the new Warlord. Tasaio would be forced to movecautiously for the time being, lest he overextend himself andfind enemies exploiting his vulnerabilities.

 

Many of the old guard had died, and new forces wereemerging. Despite its questionable role in the debacle at thepeace treaty with the Midkemian King, the Blue WheelParty - especially the Kanazawai Clan members, and mostespecially the Shinzawai - had emerged surprisingly unscathed.They still held the regard of the Emperor and wereactually gaining influence.

 

Mara weighed possibilities in her mind as to the nextlikely turn of politics. A squeal of laughter and a shout frominside the house told her that Kevin and Ayaki had comeback from their outing. Game birds had returned to thenorthern lakes for the hot season, and Kevin had agreed to

.
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take the boy hunting, to try his growing skills with the bow.Mara had faint hopes for any success, given the boy's youth.

But against her best expectations, her son and hiscompanion burst into the garden bearing a fine brace ofwaterfowl. Ayaki cried out, 'Mother! See! I shot them!'

Kevin grinned down upon the small hunter, and Mara felta surge of love and pride. Her barbarian had not recoveredentirely from the black moods that had begun with the newsof the aborted peace treaty. Despite his silence on thesubject, Mara knew that Kevin's slavery rankled with him,no matter how deep his regard for herself and Ayaki.

But worries could not intrude to ruin the excitement ofher son's first manly accomplishment. Mara made a displayof being impressed. 'You shot them?'

 

Kevin smiled. 'Indeed he did. The boy is a naturalbowman. He killed both of these . . . whatever you call theseblue geese.'

 

Ayaki wrinkled his nose. 'Not geese. That's a dumb word.I told you. They are jojana.' He laughed, for this naming ofthings had become an ongoing joke between them.

Abruptly Mara was chilled by a shadow from the past.Ayaki's father had been a demon with a bow. A hint ofbitterness tinged her words as she said,'Ayaki comes to thisgift honestly.'

 

Kevin's expression clouded over, for Mara rarely spoke ofBuntokapi, the Anasati son she had married as a move in theGreat Game.

 

The Midkemian sought at once to distract her. 'Have wetime for a walk near the meadow? The calves are now oldenough to play, and Ayaki and I made a bet that he can't

outrun them.'

 

Mara considered only a moment. 'There is nothing Iwould wish for more - to spend some time with you both,watching the calves play.'

 

Ayaki held his bow overhead and shouted enthusiastic
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approval as Mara clapped for a maid to bring her walkingslippers. 'Off you go,' she said to her ecstatically happy son.'Take your jojana to the cook, and we shall see if two legsare faster than six.'

 

As the boy pounded off down the path, the brace of birdsflapping awkwardly around his knees, Kevin gathered Maraclose and kissed her. 'You look distracted.'

 

Irked that he should find her so transparent, Mara said,'Ayaki's grandfather is ill. I'm worried.'

 

Kevin stroked back a stray lock of hair. 'Is it serious?'

'It doesn't seem to be.' Yet Mara's frown lingered.

Kevin felt an inward pang, for concern for her son's safetyoverlaid a quagmire of issues they would rather leaveunbroached. One day, he knew, she must marry, but thattime was not now. 'Put worry aside for today,' he saidgently. 'You deserve a few hours for yourself, and your boywon't stay carefree much longer if his mother can't sparehim time to play.'

 

Mara returned a wry smile. 'I'd better work up anappetite,' she confessed. 'Else a good deal of hard-wonjojana meat will wind up feeding jigabirds as scraps.'

576

 

20

Disquiet

 

.

 

Mara watched.

 

Through the opened screen of her study, she could see arunner dashing up the road from the distant ImperialHighway. The muscular young man wore only a breechclothand a red cloth headcovering bearing the mark of acommercial messengers' guild. Lacking the power of amajor house, the guilds could nonetheless provide sanctionsenough to guarantee that their couriers moved through theEmpire untroubled.

 

As the runner reached the front of the estate house,Keyoke hobbled down on his crutch to offer greeting. 'Forthe Lady of the Acoma!' cried the messenger.

 

The Adviser for War accepted the sealed parchment, andin turn gave the messenger a token, a shell coin cut with theAcoma chop, to serve as proof the man had discharged hisduty.

 

The runner bowed in respect. He did not linger to takerefreshment, but turned back down the road, his pace only
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marginally more sedate.

 

Mara noted his departure with a stab of concern.Couriers from the Red Guild were seldom the bearers ofgood news. When Keyoke arrived in her study, she held outher hand for the message with trepidation.

 

The identifying mark on the parchment was the one shefeared, the chop of the Anasati. Before she cut the ribbonsand read, she knew the worst had happened: Tecuma wasdead.

 

In the doorway, Keyoke looked with troubled eyes. 'Theold Lord has died?'

 

'Not unexpectedly.' Mara sighed as she put down theshort message. She glanced over the accounts of herflourishing silk enterprise that had worn at her patience onlyminutes before; now, as if they represented a haven againstdifficulties, she longed with all her heart to return to them.'I'm afraid we will need Nacoya's counsel.'

 

Mara called her servant to tidy up her documents, thenled her Adviser for War through the estate house to thechamber across from the nursery that the old woman hadadamantly refused to give up, even when promotion to FirstAdviser had entitled her to better.

 

As Mara set her hand to the floral painted screen at theentry, a querulous voice called out, 'Go away! I requirenothing!'

 

The Lady of the Acoma glanced hopefully to her Adviserfor War, who shook his head. He would rather have braveda frontal charge on a battlefield than lead the way into theold woman's quarters.

 

Mara sighed, shoved back the screen, and flinched at theoutraged cry that emerged from the piled blankets andpillows on the mat.

 

'My Lady!' Nacoya said sharply. 'Forgive me, I thoughtyou were the healer's servant, bringing remedies.' Shesniffed, rubbed at a reddened nose, then added, 'I wish novisitors to offer pity.' Abed with a congestion of the chestand a fever, the old woman found her annoyance overcomeby a spasm of coughing. Her white hair stood up in straylocks, and her eyes were red-rimmed in a face like crumpledwet parchment. The hands that clutched the blanketslooked devastatingly fragile. And yet, at the sight of Keyoke,Nacoya rallied to outrage. 'Mistress! You've a cruel heart,to bring a man to a sick woman's bedside, and withoutwarning.' The Acoma First Adviser flushed scarlet withembarrassment, but remained too stubbornly proud toavert her face. Her stormy gaze fastened next on Keyoke.
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You, old campaigner! You should be wise enough to knowbetter! I'll not suffer myself to be stared at.'

Mara knelt by her First Adviser's bedside, the sympathyNacoya so stoutly disdained hidden deep in her heart. Theold woman's age made even small illnesses more hazardous,as today's news made clear. Always before, Nacoya's frailappearance had hidden a whipcord resilience, a fibre ofstaunchness that made her seem indestructible. But now shewas miserable with her cold, and shrunken with years to ahusk of her former vitality, her mortality becamefrighteningly apparent.

 

Mara patted one of the wrinkled hands. 'Mother of myheart, I am here only because your counsel is sorely needed.'

The tone of Mara's voice jolted the old woman from selfpity.Nacoya sat up and coughed. 'Daughter, what is it?'

'Tecuma of the Anasati has died.' Mara's fingerstightened on her First Adviser's hand. 'He succumbed to theillness that kept him abed this last six months.'

Nacoya sighed. Her eyes turned distant and fixed inwardon what might have been a memory, or a thought only shecould discern. 'He refused to fight any longer, poor man. Hewas a worthy warrior and a generous and honourableopponent.' Under the blankets, Nacoya's thin body wasracked by another fit of coughing.

 

As she struggled to regain breath, Mara spared her theneed to speak first. 'Do you think it wise for me to approachJiro?'

 

Nacoya's hand tightened inside her mistress's. 'Daughter,as much as he hates you for choosing his brother over him,he is not obsessed as Tasaio is. With the welfare of theAnasati placed upon his shoulders, responsibility might

bend him to reason.'

 

From the doorway behind Keyoke, Kevin's voice unexpectedlyinterrupted. 'Never underestimate the human

capacity for stupid, illogical, and petty behaviour.'
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Nacoya gave the Midkemian an irritated glare from herpillows. Annoyed as she was that Keyoke should see herdishevelled and sick, the presence of a young man was thatmuch worse. And yet she could not show anger. Despite theslave's odd behaviour and disregard for Tsurani custom,despite his inconvenient but genuine love for Mara, Kevinhad a nimble mind.

 

Reluctantly Nacoya admitted, 'Your . . . slave gives goodcounsel, daughter. We must assume that Jiro will remainintractable until he proves otherwise. The Anasati have beenour enemies too long, for all that they have been honourable.We must proceed cautiously.'

 

Mara said, 'What shall I do?'

 

'Send a letter of condolence,' Kevin offered helpfully.

The suggestion brought blank looks from Mara and her

two advisers. ;'

 

'A letter of condolence,' Kevin repeated, then belatedlyrealized there was no Tsurani equivalent. 'It's the custom inmy homeland to send a message telling someone you sharetheir loss and wish them well.'

 

'An odd custom,' Keyoke allowed, 'yet it has some sense

of honour about it.' .

Nacoya's eyes brightened. She looked long and shrewdly .

at Kevin, then mustered a congested breath and spoke. 'Sucha letter would provide an opening for communications

without conceding anything. Most clever.' ~

 

'Well, one could look at things that way,' said Kevin, ~]bemused to find the concept of compassion mistaken by the

Tsurani mind for another machination of the game. ~

The idea won Mara's approval. 'I shall draw up a letter :]without delay.'

 

Yet she made no move to rise. She held Nacoya's hand,and her fingers tightened as if reluctant to let go. For aninterval she stared at the weave in the counterpane, as if ~

avoiding the old woman's face. l
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Nacoya said, 'There is something else?'

 

Mara glanced uneasily about the room.

 

The First Adviser's instincts as a children's nurse hadnever left her; faintly disparaging, she said, 'It has been yearssince you played the part of bashful maiden, daughter.Speak your mind and be done.'

 

Mara fought the burn of sudden tears. The subject shemost urgently needed to broach stole her poise. 'We mustseek a . . . bright . . . servant to . . . begin . . . to . . .'

The old nurse fixed her former charge with a witheringlook. 'You mean I must begin training a replacement.'

Mara all but protested outright. Nacoya had stood inplace of the mother she had never known; to imagine a timewithout her seemed impossibly bleak and unreal. Althoughthe subject had been lightly discussed, she had put off

decision and action. Yet the mantle of rulership forced the

cold truth that now she must.

 

Only Nacoya could handle the subject with equanimity. 'Iam old, daughter of my heart. I feel chill in my bones onwarm days, and my duties begin to weigh on weak flesh. Donot let my dying come on me without the surety that youhave sound guidance by your side.'

 

'The Red God won't hurry to take you,' said Kevin with agrin. 'You're too mean yet.'

 

'Don't blaspheme,' Nacoya snapped, but her wrinkledlips twitched and she buried a smile behind a cough. Try asshe might to dislike this barbarian, he was handsomeenough to forgive much; and his loyalty to Mara wasunquestioned.

 

Mara said,'Keyoke could-'

 

But the hard-bitten former warrior interrupted with agentleness his soldiers never knew. 'I am almost as old asNacoya, Mara.' Her name was spoken with an affectionthat showed no disrespect. 'I served your father gladly andhave given the Acoma both my sword and my leg. You have
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given my life a purpose far beyond my hopes as a youngman. But I will not see you foster a weakness.' His voiceturned stern. 'I refuse the honour of Nacoya's mantle. Youmust have a strong, clever mind, and young blood at yourside to advise you in the years after we are gone.'

Mara's grip on Nacoya's hand did not loosen, and hershoulders stayed stiff. Kevin drew breath to intervene, but aquiet touch from Keyoke restrained him.

 

The old warrior said, 'When a Force Commander trainshis young officers, he is a fool if he coddles them or showssoftness. Lady,' Keyoke appealed plainly, 'the exigencies ofan advisership require more than blind obedience:understanding of what is necessary for the good of thehouse, as well as the will to play the Great Game. I havehad no time for children. Would you deprive me, orNacoya, of the chance to train our successor? Such a onewould become the joy to enrich my late years, even as theson I never had.'

 

'Or the daughter?' Mara said playfully, though her voiceshook.

 

Keyoke managed a slight upward turn to the corner of hismouth, as close as he ever came to smiling. 'You are thatalready, Lady.'

 

Mara regarded him and then Nacoya in turn. The oldwoman's eyes were bright from more than fever. Shewatched Keyoke as if the two of them had a conspiracy.Mara's confusion crystallized into suspicion that the matterhad been extensively discussed without her. 'Already youhave someone in mind, you old war dog.'

 

'There is a man,' Keyoke allowed. 'A warrior who has afast sword, but whose performance in the ranks is unsatisfactorybecause he thinks too much.'

 

'He's an embarrassment to his officers, and he won't holdhis tongue,' Kevin concluded out loud. 'Do I know him?'

Keyoke ignored this, steadily regarding Mara. 'He has
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served you well, though most of his duties have been amongyour outer holdings. His cousin -'

 

Saric,' Mara interrupted, intrigued despite her unhappiness. 'Lujan's cousin? The one with the quick tongue thatyou sent away because the two of them together-' Shebroke off, and smiled. 'Is it Saric?'

 

Keyoke cleared his throat. 'He has a very creative mind.'

'More than that, my Lady,' Nacoya added, strugglingagainst a thick voice. 'The man's a devil for cleverness. Henever forgets a face, or a word spoken in his presence. Inways he puts me in mind of both Lujan and Arakasi.'

Though she had met Saric only briefly, Mara rememberedthe young man. He had a charm about him, manners thatcould not be shaken, and a gift for asking embarrassingquestions; both were traits to be valued in a future adviser.Thinking fondly of Lujan, and his flexibility in embracinginnovation, Mara said, 'It sounds as though you two havedone the interviewing for me. I yield to your better wisdom.'

She held up her hand, ending discussion on the matter.'Send for Saric, and begin his training as you see fit.' Shemoved to rise, and belatedly recalled the parchment in herhands. 'I must draft a letter to Jiro.' She turned in appeal toKevin. 'Will you help?'

 

The Midkemian rolled his eyes. 'I'd sooner toy with arelli,' he admitted, but fell into step as his mistress left theroom. Keyoke lingered a moment to wish Nacoya a speedyrecovery; his courtesy was returned with imprecations. As

Mara, Kevin, and the Acoma Adviser for War beat theirretreat down the hallway, the sound of the old woman'scoughing followed them.

 

Chumaka, First Adviser to Lord Jiro of the Anasati, finishedthe message. Rings of polished shell flashed on short fingersas he rolled up the scroll and regarded his young master withdispassionate eyes.
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Seated in comfort in the great hall of the Anasati, Jirostared into space. Fine hands drummed on the floor besidehis cushion, and the sound echoed faintly through thetraditional room of parchment-covered doors and beamedceilings, age-dark and waxed to a patina reflected in theparquet floors. On the walls hung a collection of sun-fadedwar banners, many of them prizes of vanquished enemies,and at length the new Lord's gaze seemed to focus on these.He raised what seemed a disinterested question. 'What isyour opinion?'

 

'As strange as it is, my Lord, I judge the message sincere.'Chumaka made an effort to stay concise. 'Your father andLady Mara, while not friendly, had arrived at mutualrespect.'

 

Jiro's fingers stilled. 'Father had the happy capacity forseeing things in ways that suited him. He found Mara clever,and that won his admiration - above anyone, you shouldknow that, Chumaka. Those same qualities gave you yourposition.'

 

Chumaka bowed, though the master's tone implied nocompliment.

 

Jiro fingered his embroidered sash, blandly thoughtful.'Mare seeks to disarm us. I wonder why?'

 

Chumaka weighed his master's intonation carefully. 'Ifone were to view the matter in an objective fashion, Lord,one might consider this: Mara feels that there is no realcause for conflict between your house and hers. She impliesthere may be cause for mutually beneficial negotiations.'

Despite all care, Jiro bridled. 'No real cause?' Hishandsome features went blank to hide an unreasoning flashof anger. 'The death of my brother is not cause?'

Chumaka laid the scroll on a nearby table as though hestood balanced on a silken cord. The room was airless andhot, and he could not keep from sweating. Buntokapi'sdeath w as an excuse, he knew too well; as boys, the siblings

had been constantly in contention, Bunto frequently bullyingand tormenting the less athletic Jiro. That Mara hadoverlooked Jiro and chosen Bunto for her husband hadnever for a day been forgiven, despite the Lady's selectionhaving been determined by flaws, not virtues. She had takenthe fool she could exploit above the better man; yet that

distinction held no meaning in terms of childhood rivalry.

Bunto had been a Ruling Lord first, never mind that theprize had been poisoned, and that ultimately Jiro lived toinherit the mantle of the Anasati. The wound festeredbecause the young man nursed boyhood grudges. Thoughhe sat in his father's seat, Jiro could not shed the resentmentof an upbringing where he continually ranked second:behind the heir, Halesko, and even behind plodding Bunto.

Chumaka knew better than to argue. Unlike his father,the young master was more concerned with being right thanwith the subtleties of winning the Great Game. The FirstAdviser tempered his phrases accordingly, as finicky as acook choosing seasonings. 'Of course, my Lord, the injurystill causes pain. Forgive my insensitivity, but I referredmore to legal distinctions than to ties of birth. Your brotherrenounced his allegiance to House Anasati when heassumed the Acoma mantle. In strict interpretation, noharm was done to House Anasati - an Acoma Lord died ofMara's machinations. I was remiss not to allow for yourpersonal grief at the loss of a brother.'

 

Jiro swallowed frustration that his sly-witted FirstAdviser had outmanoeuvred him. At times the man was toocrafty; that his worth was incalculable for that reason didnot make him any more likeable. With a flash of annoyance,Jiro said, 'You're cunning enough, in your own fashion,Chumaka. But I warrant you play the game as much foryour own amusement as for the glory of House Anasati.'

This bit a little too near the bone for Chumaka's liking,even had the remark not come close to an outright
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accusation of disloyalty. 'In all ways I strive for Anasatitriumph, master.' Quickly changing the topic, he asked,'Shall we send a reply to Mara, Lord?'

 

Jiro waved casual assent. 'Yes, write something .suitable. But make it clear I'd as soon rape her while mysoldiers burned her house as send her- no, don't put thatin.'Jiro slapped his thigh, disgusted with the innuendoes ofpolitics when he much preferred to articulate his truefeelings on the matter.

 

A smile touched him as he thought of something. 'No.Thank Mara for her condolences. Then make clear to herthat, out of respect for my father, I'll continue to honour hiscommitment. I will seek no conflict with the Acoma whilemy nephew lives.' After a poisonous pause, Jiro added, 'Butalso make it plain that, unlike my father, I will only feelregret if Ayaki dies. If my nephew is threatened, Anasatiwarriors will not rush to his rescue.,

 

Chumaka bowed. 'I shall word the message in theappropriate manner, Lord.'

 

Jiro dismissed his adviser, brusque with impatience to beback to his library. Except when it came to gratification ofhis passions, the new Lord preferred his collection of bookscrolls to politics.

 

Yet the Anasati First Adviser showed no trace of disappointmentas he hastened back to the cubby that served ashis personal quarters. There, seated behind a cramped desk,a clerk scratched figures on a slate, an opened ledger by hiselbow. On a second desk that overshadowed Chumaka'ssleeping mat, documents had already been separated intothree piles: messages that were of no immediate concern,those that needed relatively quick attention, and those thatrequired urgency.

 

One note rested alone in the last pile. Chumaka picked itup and perused the contents before he thought to sit down.He scanned the lines twice and then laughed. 'Aha! At last,

after all these years!' Turning to the clerk, a young mantalented enough to warrant appointment as the FirstAdviser's personal clerk, Chumaka said, 'Mare of theAcoma has been too lucky, by anyone's measure, since shecame to power. Here we see one reason why.'

 

The clerk looked myopically at his superior. 'Sir?'

Chumaka settled into his favourite seat, a cushion sothreadbare and faded that the cleaning slaves spoke of it asan heirloom. 'Kavai, my agent in Sulan-Qu, saw a clerk of afactor for the Lord of the Minwanabi passing a message toan Acoma servant. What does that tell you?'

 

The clerk blinked, always more comfortable with figuresthan conversation. 'A spy?'

 

'Or several.' Warmed to his favourite subject, Chumakashook a demonstrative finger. 'But in any event, we knowthat I was not the only one to insinuate an agent into theHouse of Minwanabi.' Even now that memory was sour, forthe talented courtesan sent to Jingu had ultimately becomeunreliable. Of course, her instability had proven a majorfactor in Lord Jingu's demise - a good outcome, fromChumaka's point of view. Unlike his master, whoharboured ill will toward Mara, Chumaka viewed the GreatGame as simply a game, more complex and less predictablethan most; and right now the opponent to be wary of wasthe Lord of the Minwanabi. Unlike his predecessors, Tasaionot only had the power of a mighty house, but the wit andtalent to use it. He was the most dangerous man in theEmpire, particularly since Axantucar had bested him in thecontest for the white and gold. For without the duties ofWarlord to distract him, Tasaio could turn his full attentiontoward the game.

 

Picking up writing brush and parchment, Chumakabegan a line in his elegant style, the characters long and fluidand precise as ones penned by a professional scribe. Hemused as he worked, 'We face a player of unusual talents,
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two actually, for our Master burns to humble Mara of theAcoma as well as Tasaio of the Minwanabi. We must bequick to seize whatever opportunity comes our way. I shallorder our man in Sulan-Qu to keep a close watch upon thisfactor and see if we can begin to trace the route by whichmessages reach Lady Mara.'Chumaka paused and tappedhis brush against his chin. 'I haven't seen this good anoperation at play since Jingu obliterated House Tuscai.' Heruminated further on the past. 'Too bad their exceptionalspy network failed to save them.... I presume all theiragents died or became grey warriors...., Softly he added,

'A shame such cunning artistry had to turn to dust.'

Chumaka sighed in what might have been envy, thenended his sentence with a flourish. 'Anyway, our youngmaster has decreed that we play a three-handed game - verywell. We shall do so to the limit of our wits. The triumph isso much more satisfying for the difficulty.'

 

To himself as much as Kavai, Chumaka surmised, 'It wasnot because Tecuma was gifted, the gods know, that theAnasati became the most politically well-connected house inthe Empire. If Jiro would follow his father's lead and let medo my work without interference . . .' He let the thought

trail off. ~<

 

The clerk said nothing. Exposed to this sort of ramblingbefore, he was never entirely sure he understood hissupervisor's odd mutterings. An apprentice was not fit toquestion a journeyman, much less a master such as iiChumaka, even if at times the First Adviser appeared to hold ~hisown Lord in contempt - which of course was impossible.No one with such a wrong-headed attitude could rise tosuch an exalted place in a great house.

 

Chumaka finished his missive, then said, 'Now to write aresponse to Lady Mara, enough so that she'll not worry forthe time being, but not so much that she'll count the Anasatias a friend.' He took a deep breath, then softly, wistfully
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sighed. 'Now, that would be a woman to work with,wouldn't it?'

 

The clerk left the question unanswered.

 

The formation of blue-clad warriors reached the entrance tothe Acoma estate house. From a distance, Kevin watched asShinzawai soldiers saluted, then stood at ease while theirofficer mounted the steps in two easy strides to stand beforehis hostess. He bowed with irresistible charm. 'You aregracious to receive us, Lady Mara.'

 

Kevin felt a twist of black jealousy as Mara warmlysmiled in return. 'Hokanu, you are always welcome.'

The barbarian's sour expression did not lift as shepresented her advisers and councillors to the Shinzawairetinue. A newcomer stood beside Lujan, and Mara introducedhim. 'This is Saric.'

 

Saric looked nothing like his cousin, being more muscularand darker, but there was a familiar wry set to his mouth ashe said, 'My Lord,' and bowed his head slightly. In manner,he and Lujan were nearly twins.

 

Sweating, out of sorts, and still disgruntled by theargument he and Mara had shared upon rising that morning,Kevin lingered at a loose end while the Lady led her guestinside and Lujan ordered one of his Patrol Leaders to escort theShinzawai warriors to quarters set aside for them.

For a week, Kevin had known Hokanu, now heir to theRulership of his House, would be visiting. Mara had beencryptic about the reasons, but gossip around the estate saidplainly that the Shinzawai son came to pay court to Mara,seeking an alliance bonded by ties of marriage.

Kevin snapped a switch off a tree branch and angrily

whacked the heads off a few flowers. The motion pulled atthe scars on his back and shoulder; irrationally, he longedfor a practice sword and a few hours of hard physicalworkout. Yet despite his heroic defence on Mara's behalf,
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after the night of the bloody swords the members of thehousehold behaved as though the incident had neverhappened. His status remained unchanged, in that he wasnot trusted to handle even a kitchen knife. Despite his yearsof association with Mara and her councillors, the Tsuranimind adhered to tradition against logic, against feeling, andagainst even healthy growth.

 

Patrick's obsession with escape held a certain commoner's wisdom, Kevin allowed. He smacked the bud offanother flower, then another, and scowled at the row ofrazed stems that swayed unprotesting at his abuse. He hadnot checked up on his countrymen in far too long. His selfdisgustdeepened further when he realized he did not knowthe work roster. He would have to ask an overseer to findout which field they were assigned to.

 

The stick remained clenched in white fingers as Kevin leftthe pleasant shade of Mara's gardens and marched throughopen sunlight in the meadows beyond. He heard the bright trillof her laughter at his back, and then imagined the sound overagain as he walked to the distant acres of the needra field hehad fenced with his companions so many years before.

There Patrick and the sun-browned crew of Midkemianscrouched oh their knees in the heat, pulling matasha weeds,which choked out the nutritious grass the needra requiredfor fattening.

 

Kevin tossed away his stick, vaulted the split-rail fence,and jogged across the pasture to where Patrick hunkereddown, twisting spiny stalks around his palm, then uprootingthem with a jerk from the stubborn earth. The broadshoulderedformer fighter had weathered to the colour of

old leather under the hotter Tsurani sky. His eyes haddeveloped a permanent squint. Without looking up, he said,'Thought you might pay us a visit.'

 

Kevin knelt down at Patrick's side and companionablyhauled up a weed. 'And why is that?'
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'You'll slit the skin on your fingers, doing it that way,'Patrick observed. 'Got to break the fibres of the stalks first,like this.' He demonstrated with hands welted with browncallus, then picked up his former train of thought. 'Youusually tend to remember us when you've had a row withyour lady friend.'

 

'And what makes you think I've had a row?' Unamused,Kevin tugged at another weed.

 

'Well, for one thing, you're here, old son.' The olderfighter sat back a moment and wiped sweat from his templeon his bare shoulder. 'For another, she's got a gentlemancaller, from the talk going around.'

 

At a shout from the other side of the field, Patrickbunched his shoulders. 'Slave master's expecting us to work,old son.' He shuffled forward on his knees and graspedanother stalk. 'Have you noticed how the plants here neverstop looking wrong?'

 

Kevin ripped out a large matasha weed and inspected it.'Nothing like this at home.' The broad leaves flared outfrom willowy stalks, orange-tinged at the edges, and veinedin faint lavender.

 

Patrick jerked his thumb at the pasture. 'But this grass justlike ours in Midkemia, well, most of it, anyway.Timothy, rye, alfalfa, though the runts have odd names forthem.' He peered at Kevin. 'Do you find it strange, old son?Have you ever wondered how things could be so much alike,yet so different?'

 

Kevin paused and ruefully inspected a cut on the heel ofhis hand. 'It makes my head hurt sometimes. Thesepeople -'

 

'Yes, there's more of a puzzle,' Patrick interrupted.'Sometimes the Tsurani are cruel, and others, tender asbabes. They've got natures as tangled as a goblin's.'

Kevin blotted blood on his trousers and reached foranother weed.
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'Wreck your hands, doing that. You're not used towork,' Patrick chided. Then in a lowered voice, he added,'We've been laying about for a year since you got back,Kevin. Some of the boys are thinking it's better to leave youbehind.'

 

Discomforted by runners of sweat that soaked his shirt,Kevin sighed. 'You still thinking about escape?'

Patrick looked hard at his countryman. 'I'm a soldier,boy, I'm not sure I'd rather die than grub around in the dirt,but I know I'd rather fight.'

 

Kevin tugged at his collar laces, exasperated. 'Fightwhom?'

 

'Whoever comes after us.' Patrick hauled another weed.'Anybody who tries to stop us.'

 

Kevin shrugged his shirt off over his shoulders. The hotsun burned on his back. 'I've talked to a few of the boysaround here who were grey warriors before swearingloyalty to Mara. Those mountains aren't so friendly. Thepoor sods already living up there aren't eating well.'

Patrick scratched his beard. 'Well, I'll admit the kit gotbetter since you put a word in, but it's still no banquet.'

Kevin grinned. 'When was it, you old fraud? The bestmeal you ever ate was in an alehouse in Yabon.'

The reference to the past brought no smile, not even acounterthrust of teasing. Patrick wrapped another toughstalk around his fist, yanked, and tossed the uprooted plantaside. The leaves seemed to wilt within minutes under theTsurani sun, unlike the men, who might waste away foryears longing for the homes and the freedom they had lost.

Kevin looked at the distant mountains, a soft blue outlineagainst the alien green of the sky. He sighed. 'I know.' Hiscut stung unmercifully as he reached for another weed.'Some odd events happened in Kentosani last year.'

Patrick spat. 'There's always something odd going on.'

Kevin put a hand on his friend's shoulder. 'No, I mean
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something. . .1 don't know if I can tell you. It's a feeling.When all that trouble erupted at the Imperial Games -'

'If you mean the barbarian magician who freed thoseslaves, that's done nothing to change our lot.' Patrick movedahead to the next patch of ground.

 

'That's not the point,' Kevin protested, hooking his shirtand following. 'Slaves were freed in a culture that doesn'thave the notion of manumission. From the word upriver,those men are just living in the Holy City, doing this andthat, but counted freemen.'

 

Patrick's hands paused on a weed stem. 'If a man was toslip free here and get up the Gagajin -'

 

'No,' Kevin said, more sharply than he intended. 'That'snot my thought. I don't want to live as a fugitive. I'd ratherpursue the idea that what's been done once might berepeated.'

 

'Are you allowed to carry a sword?' Patrick askedbitterly. 'No, and there's my point. You won't see plain.You rescue the mistress, fine and good, and when the crisis isover, it's back to being a slave.'

 

Touched on a sore spot, Kevin took out his temper on aweed, then cursed as he received another cut.

 

'Give it up, old son,' Patrick said angrily. 'The runts aretough as their plants when it comes to giving ground. Showthem change, and they pick suicide.'

 

Kevin stood up. 'But the Great Ones are outside the law.The Warlord, even the Emperor, cannot gainsay their will.

Maybe now that a magician's freed slaves, a Lord can goagainst tradition and do the same. But no matter what else,if you get yourself hanged for a runaway, you're dead - andthat's not freedom by my way of thinking.'

 

Patrick let out a bitter laugh. 'That's truth. Well, I'll wait abit. Though how long, I can't say.'

 

Satisfied with that answer, but left disgruntled byPatrick's blunt reiteration of other thorny facts, Kevin
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tossed his shirt over his shoulder. He gathered the wiltingweeds into a bundle and flung them onto the pile by thefence. His cut hands burned, but his feelings stung more. Hisfellow Midkemians gave him barely a grunt of notice as hepassed on his way from the meadow. In turn, he hardlynoticed them, his mind absorbed by the memory of Mara'slaughter in the garden where she sat with Hokanu.

The heat of midday drove Mara and Hokanu from thegarden to a little-used sitting room in the estate house, onethat had stayed unchanged since her mother's time. There,in an airy chamber with pastel pillows and gauze drapes, thecouple sat down to a light lunch, cooled by a slave with a fanof shatra bird feathers. Hokanu had changed from fullarmour to a light robe that showed off his handsome build.To the fine bones and graceful carriage, time on the practicefield had added firm fitness. He wore few rings, and only anecklace of corcara shell, but the simplicity of his dress andornament merely emphasized his natural elegance. Hesipped his wine and nodded. 'Exceptional. Lady Mara, youprovide gracious hospitality.' His dark eyes met hers, notplayful or teasing as Kevin's might be, but deep with amystery that Mara felt compelled to explore.

 

Unwittingly, she found herself smiling. His features werebeautiful without being either delicate or overdrawn, andthe way he looked her directly in the eye touched off a deepresponse. Intuitively, Mara sensed she could trust thisShinzawai son. The feeling was unique, even startling, afterthe endless political innuendoes that complicated communication with others in her rank.

 

Aware she had been staring and had forgotten to reply tohis compliment, Mara hid a blush by sipping at her goblet.'I'm glad the wine pleases you. I will confess that I left thematter of choosing the vintage to my hadonra. He has anunfailing instinct.'
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'Then I am flattered that he brought out your finest,'Hokanu said smoothly. As he regarded her, he seemed to seepast the way her hair was arranged, and more than the cut ofher robes; on an intuition akin to Arakasi's, he reached pastnuance to touch her heart. 'You are a Lady with an instinctfor clear vision. Did you know I shared your distaste forcaged birds?'

 

Caught by surprise, Mara laughed. 'How did you know?'

Hokanu twirled his wineglass. 'Your expression, whenyou described Lady Isashani's sitting room in the ImperialPalace. Also, Jican once mentioned a suitor had sent you a libird. It lasted two weeks, he said, before you set it free.'

Unwittingly reminded of her piercing frustrationconcerning Kevin's dilemma, Mara strove not to frown.

You are most observant.'

 

'Something I said troubled you.' Hokanu set aside hisglass. He leaned forward on his cushion and laid a narrowhand on the table. 'I'd like to know.'

 

Mara made a gesture of frustration. 'Just a conceptintroduced by a barbarian.'

 

'Their society is filled with fascinating concepts,' Hokanusaid, his rich, dark eyes still on her. 'At times they make usseem like stubborn, backward children - entrenched in ourways to the point of blindness.'

 

'You have made a study of them?' Mara said, intriguedand openly showing as much before she thought to guardher face.

 

Hokanu seemed not to care, for the subject fascinated himalso. 'There was more to the Emperor's failed peace effortthan our people understand.' Then, as if regretting thatmention of politics might sunder their moment of rapport,the Shinzawai heir brushed the matter aside. 'Forgive me. Idid not mean to remind you of difficult times. My fatherunderstood that you had a beleaguered night in the ImperialPalace. He said it was to the honour of the Acoma that you
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survived.' Before Mara could wave the comment away, hegave her that direct look which unnervingly stripped awayher reserve. He added,'! should like very much to hear whathappened from your own lips.'

 

And Mara saw his hand move slightly on the tabletop; withthe uncanny perception she seemed to share with him, sheknew: he longed to take her in his arms. Tremors touched heras she imagined the firm feel of his warrior's body. He wasmore than attractive to her - he understood her, with none ofthe cultural barriers or emotional raw edges that spiced herrelationship with Kevin. Where the barbarian reacted to herdark Tsurani nature, and brought her relief through humour,this man across from her would simply know, and his unstatedpromise to protect became a potent combination.

Again Mara realized she was staring, and that some sortof reply to his request was required if the emotional temperof their meeting was not to overturn into passion. 'Iremember a lot of burst birdcages,' she said with a forcedattempt at lightness. 'Lord Hoppara joined his forces withmine, and the attackers who stormed his apartment foundno victims to hack up. They spent their fury on Isashani's libirds and a good deal of purple upholstery. The next day,the lady's bird catchers ran their legs off chasing fugitives.'

Disappointed to be diverted from the personal side of theissue, Hokanu's brows twitched into the faintest of frowns.His eyes had an exotic tilt, and the expression made himlook haunted. 'Lady Mara,' he said softly, and hisintonation caught her like an ice-cold chill in the heat. 'I maybe overbold in presenting myself in this fashion, butcircumstances in the Empire have forced changes none of uscould have anticipated even a few short months ago.'

Mara set down her wine to hide the slight shake in herhands. She knew, oh, she knew what he was leading up to,and the feelings that warred inside her were too wild a tangleto sort out. Lamely she said, 'What do you mean?'
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Hokanu read her confusion as plainly as if she hadshouted. He leaned forward on his cushion, for emphasis.'My brother was lost upon the other side of the rift, and I amleft to assume Rulership from my father someday.'

Mara nodded, her own emotions twisted tighter by thegrief she sensed inside him, left over from Kasumi's suddenloss. The boys had been raised as brothers, and Hokanu'spain ran deep.

 

'When I first met you. . .' Hokanu overcame his innersorrow, and his lips curled wryly in a smile. 'I will confess,Lady, I felt regret when I first saw you.'

 

Startled into the release of sudden laughter, Mara said,'You have an odd manner of making a compliment,Hokanu.'

 

His smile broadened, and his eyes lit in shared pleasure ashe saw the flush on her face. 'I should rephrase that, lovelyLady. My regret was particularly fierce because the occasionhappened to be your wedding.'

 

Mara's expression changed to bittersweet reflection.'There was a great deal of regret involved with thatmarriage, Hokanu.' And the thrill happened again, with the

unspoken knowledge that he knew, without her needing toexplain.

 

'Mara,' he said, the word as gentle as a caress. 'We bothowe a duty to our ancestors. I grew up knowing that my lotlay in improving the relationships of my family throughmarriage. I always assumed my father would match me withthe daughter of some Lord or another. But now . .

Mara finished his thought. 'Now you are heir to theRulership of an honoured house.'

 

Hokanu's relief was palpable. 'And other considerationsare at play.'

 

Mara knew a surge of hope mingled with aching disappointment,that perhaps she had misread him after all. Hedid care for her, and he knew how his presence affected her,
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and he was kindly, carefully trying to disengage his attentionwithout hurting her feelings. 'I know that politicalconsiderations might interfere with the interests of yourheart,' she offered back in an attempt to smooth hisdifficulty.

 

'Mare, before, when I came to call upon you, I cherishedthe hope that you might petition my father, asking for me asa consort.' His hesitancy cleared like clouds before sunlight,and the mischief in his eyes made him radiant. 'The role ofRuling Lady and second son forced that silence upon me.Now, as heir, I can propose a different arrangement.'

Mara's smile faded. He was not going to tell her politelythat he could no longer pay her court! Instead, he wasleading up to a proposal. Panicked, caught where she wasvulnerable, and shoved hard against the thornier issue ofhow to resolve her future with Kevin, she fought forpresence and poise. 'What have you in mind?'

 

Hokanu hesitated, which was very unlike him. He sensedher confusion and was puzzled as to its cause. Thatnecessitated a change in wording, and his hand bracedinstinctively against the table edge, as though he expected ablow. 'I ask this informally, for if you say no, I would notwish a public rejection. But if you wish, I shall have myfather's First Adviser pay a formal call upon your FirstAdviser, to make arrangements for our meeting....' Healmost laughed, and his strong, direct nature reasserteditself. 'I ramble. Marry me, Mara. Someday Ayaki will beLord of the Acoma, and your second son - our son - couldwear the mantle of the Shinzawai. I should like nothingbetter than to have you by my side as Lady, and know thattwo ancient houses will one day be ruled by brothers!'

Mara shut her eyes against a tide of confusion. As well asshe knew Hokanu, as powerfully as she was drawn by hischarm, the idea of marriage churned up her feelings like astorm. She had sensed that this moment was inevitable, and
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had falsely sought shelter behind a belief that Hokanu'selevation to heirship might spare her, as political considerationsforced him to seek a match with better connections.No amount of rational thought had prepared her for thisreality.

 

She felt Hokanu's eyes on her face, felt his unspokensharing of the turbulence his words had aroused. And in thatgraceful way that unerringly shattered her defences, he cameto her rescue.

 

'I've surprised you.' Apology coloured his tone. 'Youmust not feel discomforted. Let me withdraw and allow youtime to think.' He arose in consideration of her, every inchof him lordly. 'Lady, whatever you decide, do not fear formy feelings in the matter. I love you with all honour, but Ialso love you for yourself. I would cherish no minute thatdid not bring pleasure in my company. Seek your ownhappiness, Lady Mara. I am man enough to find my own.'

Speechless, gripping her hands together in a misery ofpent-up emotion, Mara raised her eyes to find him gone. Shehad not heard his steps as he went. She had to look twice tomake certain the sitting room was empty. She reached outwith trembling fingers, caught up her wineglass, anddrained it. Then she stared at the empty goblet and theuntouched plates of light lunch. Kevin's face mingled withHokanu's in her memory, until she wanted to howl herfrustration at the walls.

 

There was no choosing between them, none, and thequandary of love and honourable political necessity rippedat her like thorns.

 

'Dear gods, what a tangle,' she murmured, and onlybelatedly realized she was no longer alone. In true andgallant solicitude, Hokanu had sent her adviser to comfortand steer her through the awkwardness of the moment.

Still weak after her illness, Nacoya shook her head,indicating Mara should hold off speech. 'Come,' the old
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woman said brusquely. 'Let's get you back to your privatequarters and out of those formal robes. When you are morecomfortable and settled, we can talk.'

 

Mara allowed herself to be shepherded to her feet. Shefollowed Nacoya's lead down corridors without seeingwhere she was going or noticing the [floor beneath her feet.'Someone has seen to Hokanu's needs?' she said in a voicethat sounded limp.

 

'Saric has done so. Lujan will be organizing some contestsat arms among the warriors.' Nacoya whipped open thescreen to Mara's chambers, and rallied half a score of maidsand servants. 'Bath water,' she rapped out. 'And somethinglight and comfortable for the mistress to put on afterwards.'

Mara stood with her arms woodenly outstretched as herattendants ,unfastened the wood-peg and cord-loopfasteners of her formal robe. 'This is impossible!' sheexclaimed. 'The time is all wrong.'

 

Nacoya clicked her tongue. 'The Shinzawai are an ancientfamily, with honours to equal most, but their part in theaborted attempt to force peace upon the Empire . . .'

Bemused by this switch to hardcore politics, Mara steppedout of the heavy robe. She moved mechanically into the coolbath prepared by her servants, and sat shivering in reaction astwo maids sponged her back. 'What's the matter with me?Why can't I just tell him no and put the issue from my mind?'

Nacoya answered obliquely. 'Daughter, there is no sureway to rule the heart.'

 

'My heart is not in this!' Mara fired back, with asharpness that itself was a contradiction. 'What is Hokanuto me but a means to an end?'

 

The First Adviser seated herself on a cushion and

wrapped gnarled fingers around her knees. She said nothing,while Mara endured a bath she did not enjoy. She arose atthe appropriate moment and stepped out of the water, andstood with a scowl while her maids towelled her dry.
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Nacoya did not break silence until another maid arrivedwith a light lounging robe. 'Mistress, the Shinzawai havebeen among the most honourable families in the Empire inmy memory and the memory of my father. The old Lord,Shatai, Kamatsu's father, was Warchief of the Kanazawaiwhen a Keda Lord last sat upon the Warlord's throne. Andno one has ever heard of either Shinzawai Lord breaking abond. Their honour is unquestioned.'

 

Mara knew all this. As the maids tied her robe, sheregarded her former nurse with bitten-back exasperation.'But their position at the moment is questionable.'

'Many resentments linger since the failed peace and theNight of the Bloody Swords,' Nacoya agreed. 'Many of thefamilies left grieving insist that murder would never havehappened had the Blue Wheel and, especially, the Shinzawainot been at the heart of the Emperor's plottings.'

But Mara did not need reminding that it was only becauseso many were injured and everyone was being cautious thatno one had sought retribution upon the Shinzawai. To bindher family to them through a marriage would be to addnames to her list of dangerous enemies.

 

No, Mara decided, as Nacoya's obvious reasoning led herfrom mixed emotions to clear thought. The heart of thematter was another thing altogether. Hokanu was attractiveenough; her deep involvement with Kevin added painfulconfusion, yet she had never fooled herself into the falsehope that love could replace a slave with a husband. Herturmoil stemmed from another truth: that she was loath toyield control of her life to any Ruling Lord. Buntokapi'sbrief tenure had left only ugly memories, but that was notall.

 

Mara sighed and stared through the opened screen into

the garden. The day was drawing on, and long shadowsstriped the path between the akasi rows. The rich green landthat had been her father's, and her ancestors' before his, had
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prospered well over the years since a young girl came into aninheritance beyond her years and experience. In the light ofher successes, Mara examined a deeper truth, altogether lesstangled than any conflict in her life, past or present. After along minute she said to Nacoya, 'Thank you for yourcounsel. You may go now.'

 

As the old woman bowed and departed, Mara reflected.So many events in her life were the result of her being RulingLady. Yet the duties, the awesome responsibility, even thedanger that came her way - these things were not the fearfulburden they had appeared on the day she had left Lashima'stemple. Since she had assumed the Acoma mantle, she hadcome to enjoy her power, to revel in pitting her wits againstthe machinations of the Great Game. These things gave herfreedom to pursue new ideas. What would it be like to leavethe decisions`to others? she wondered. Could she be ascontent collecting li birds, ornamenting sitting rooms, ormatchmaking as other ladies were? Women held power intheir own right, sometimes with impressive result. Couldshe do as Isashani of the Xacatecas, and take as muchsatisfaction in byplay behind the scenes as she did now in theseat of unquestioned command?

 

Mara sighed again.

 

That moment a shadow fell across the screen that ledfrom the garden. 'I know what you're thinking.' A familiarvoice intruded from beyond.

 

Mara glanced up to find Kevin watching her, a wry grinnn hi~ f~ce.

 

He voiced an opinion as he always did, without waiting forher invitation. 'You're wondering what it would be like to takea rest and let this young warrior of the Shinzawai run things.'

Startled to laughter, Mara said, 'You . . . monster!'

Kevin threw himself down next to her, flung back redgoldhair that was in sore need of trimming, and paused withhis mouth inches away from hers. 'I'm right?'
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She kissed him. Hokanu's charms she could resist, but thisman was a poison in her blood. 'Yes, damn you.'

'I'll tell you exactly what it would be like. Dull.' Kevinmade a sweeping gesture that wound up catching her into anembrace. He kissed her back. 'You love being in command.'

'I never wished for the Acoma mantle,' she responded inwarning sharpness.

 

'I know,' he said easily, not rising to her challenge. 'Thatdoesn't change the fact that you love it.'

 

Mara allowed herself a self-indulgent grimace. 'Nobodyasked your opinion.'

 

She had not denied his statement. To Kevin, that was asgood as an admission he was right. As she leaned back,contented, against his shoulder, he pursued his conclusionruthlessly. 'The man you court is no weakling. Once he washusband, he'd be in command, and unless I misunderstandTsurani tradition, you'd be forever denied rulership.' Grinningevilly, Kevin asked, 'So, are you going to marry him?'

Mara reached up, grabbed two fistfuls of red beard, andpulled teasingly. 'Fool!' Before he could howl, she releasedhim, half-laughing. 'I might.' When his eyes widened, sheadded, 'But not yet. The political timing is wrong, and thereremain a few things to attend first.'

 

'Like what?' asked Kevin in sudden, humourless concern.

Only. partially aware that his banter had masked agnawing uncertainty, Mara's face turned grim. 'Like thedestruction of Tasaio of the Minwanabi.'

 

The table was festive. Paper lanterns shed arrows of lightthrough pierced patterns, and raised rich ruby highlights inthe wine the servants had left with the meal. The plates and

cutlery were the finest the closets could offer, yet neitherMara nor her guest cared to finish the last of the sweet cakesand sauce. Hokanu sat at ease on his cushions, but hisattitude of relaxation was feigned. 'I understand, of course.'
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His tone was mild, unsurprised, and utterly clean ofresentment. Yet Mara knew him well enough to see thesmall, quiet interval he had taken to muster his poise in themoment that followed her refusal, for political considerations,of his informal offer of marriage. He was not

distressed - at least not with the enraged bitterness Jiro hadshown when she chose his brother, nor the kicked-dog hurtKevin exhibited in his dark moods - but he felt a genuinepain at being rejected.

 

Not unexpectedly, his sadness made her ache. 'Please,'she added, with less impassivity than she intended. 'Youmust know my heart.'

 

Hokanu glanced down at his hands, which were still andrested half-curled around his wine goblet. Impulsively Marawished she could reach across the table and take his long,fine fingers into her own. But that would be awkward, if notimproper.... She was not agreeing to become his wife. Yetshe could not entirely hide her regret. '1. . . admire you morethan you know. You are everything I could ask for in afather for my children. But we both rule. Our house wouldbe an armed camp.... Where would we live? Upon thisestate, surrounded by soldiers not loyal to you? On yourfather's estate, with soldiers not loyal to me? Can we askmen sworn to our family natamis to obey those of anotherhouse, Hokanu?'

 

The sound of his name as only she could say it raised abittersweet smile, and her words brought a surprised lift ofhis brows. 'Mare, I assumed you would come and live withme upon my father's estate, and that we would appointanyone you chose to act as regent for Ayaki until he came tohis majority.' Hokanu made a disparaging gesture aimedentirely at himself. 'Lady, forgive me for thoughtlesspresumption. I should have anticipated that you of allwomen would not react in the time-honoured, customaryfashion.' His expression turned dry with irony. 'I have

604

 

admired your free spirit. To make an ordinary wife of youwould be like caging a li bird, I see that now.'

He was beautiful, spangled in lamplight, with his eyesdeep as the forest pools sacred to priests. Mara drew a deepbreath to steady herself. 'You assumed, Hokanu, but thatwas no grave fault.' Before she realized she had indulgedherself, she reached across the table and touched his hand.His skin was very warm, each tendon delineated clearly. 'Allthese problems would be solved if Tasaio of the Minwanabidid not loom like a sword over my neck. If you and yourfamily had not stood at the heart of the Emperor's plan toforce peace upon the High Council. If-'

 

Hokanu's other hand moved and closed gently over hers.His expression shifted subtly, toward not anger, or pain, butrather, deep interest. 'Go on.'

 

'If we lived in a place' - she hesitated, unsure how tophrase a concept largely inspired by Kevin - 'where lawruled in deed as well as word, where politics did notcountenance murder . . .' She paused, and realized on themoment that his silence was a reflection of her own; that thehand upon her hand had tightened with shared resentmentagainst the ingrained flaws in their culture she herself hadreluctantly come to recognize. The easy rapport disturbedher, and to set it at a distance, she focused only on words. 'Ifwe lived at a time when we knew our children could growwithout knives behind every door, then, Hokanu of theShinzawai, I would be deeply honoured to become yourwife. There is no man in the Empire I would rather have asthe father of my next child.' She looked away from him,fearful that his presence would tempt her to further breachesin protocol. 'But until the council is more settled, and thingsas we know them are different, a union between us wouldbring risk to both of our houses.'

 

Hokanu was silent. He caressed her hand as he releasedher, and said nothing until she turned back to him, that he
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might face her squarely. 'You are wise beyond your years,Lady Mara. I cannot pretend I am not disappointed. I canonly admire your staunchness.' He tilted his head fractionallyto one side. 'Your rare strength makes you all the moreto be cherished.'

 

Mara found moisture in her eyes. 'Hokanu, somedaughter of another house will be a lucky woman.'

Hokanu bowed at the compliment. 'Such a daughter mustbe more than lucky before she could displace my feelings foryou. Before I go, may I at least know that you lookfavourably upon friendship with the Shinzawai?'

'Assuredly,' she said, giddy with relief that he had notbeen angry or let her rebuff displace courtesy. More than sherealized, she had been afraid her refusal might turn himagainst her. 'I would cherish that as a privilege.'

'Count it a gift,' Hokanu said. 'One you are worthy of.'He sipped the last swallow of his wine, then smoothlyprepared to take his leave.

 

Mara forestalled him, as much to delay the unhappymoment of his leaving. 'If you would allow, I would beg afavour.'

 

He paused, balanced in the instant of rising. His darkeyes searched her, honestly, without suspicion that shemight use his weakness for her to gain her own ends, but inan intense desire to fathom her motives. Mara read hislook and knew, at heart, how alike they were: both of themhad an instinct for the Great Game, and the will to play thestakes fully.

 

Hokanu said, 'What would you ask, Lady Mara?'

 

She strove to lighten her manner, while weighing how tobroach an awkward subject. 'It is my understanding that aGreat One calls frequently at your home.'

 

Hokanu nodded, his face now expressionless. 'This istrue.'

 

Across a pained stillness, Mara added, 'I very much desire

606

 

E

 

[to have an informal talk with such a personage. If you couldfacilitate a meeting, I would count myself in your debt.'

Hokanu's eyes narrowed slightly, but he did not voice hiscuriosity about Mara's motives. 'I shall see what I can do.'

Then he did rise, briskly, and gave her a formal bow infarewell, along with graceful phrases. Mara rose also,saddened that the mood of intimacy had been broken. Hischarm was all on the surface now, and try though she might,she could not read deeper. When he was gone, she sat in thelight of the paper lanterns, turning and turning her wineglassin her hands. She could not recall his last words, butonly that he had masked his emotions all too well.

The cushions across the table seemed something morethan empty, and the night a bit more than dark.

In time, Nacoya came, as Mara expected she might. Theold woman's instincts were unerring. After a look at hermistress, the old woman sat down at her side. 'Daughter ofmy heart, you look troubled.'

 

Mara leaned against the older woman, allowing herself tobe hugged as if she were a girl once again.'Nacoya, I did as Imust, rejecting Hokanu's suit. But I am disturbed by asadness that has no cause. I would not have thought I couldlove Kevin as deeply as I do, yet feel sorrow at decliningHokanu's proposal.'

 

Nacoya raised a hand and gently stroked Mara's cheek asshe had through painful years of growing. 'Daughter, theheart can hold more than one. Each of these men has hisplace in it.'

 

Mara sighed, allowing herself a moment of comfort in theold woman's arms. Then she smiled ruefully. 'You alwayswarned me that love was a tangle. I never understood untilnow just how much of one, and how many were the thorns.'

At the sound of the gong, Mara stiffened. Kevin had justbegun to slide his hand down her back, but warm flesh slid

away and suddenly eluded his fingers. Left entangled inbedclothes, Kevin found himself alone. Belatedly he realizedthat never before had he heard the tone that had roused her.Glancing up from the sleeping mat, he said, 'What is it?'His sleepy question tangled with a flurry of activity as thedoor to Mara's quarters slid open and two maids hurried inwith combs and pins. Others followed, flinging open thewardrobe, and within an instant the mistress was inundatedwith formal robes, dressers, and women who started tocomb out the hair left mussed from the bed.

Kevin frowned. Shaken rudely from a pleasant interlude,he realized his Lady had spoken no word to order such anuntimely invasion. 'What's going on?' he inquired, loudlyenough that this time he was noticed.

'A Great One comes!' Mara said impatiently, thenfollowed with instructions for her maids on which jewelleryshe would wear with her formal gown. 'I'll want the ironnecklace for this occasion, and also the jade tiara.''At this hour?' asked Kevin, heaving himself off the mat.He picked up his grey robe and wrapped it around himself.From the centre of the activity, Mara released a sigh ofexasperation. 'Most days I would already be an hour out ofbed.'

'Well,' said Kevin, clearly the guilty party. He had donehis best to detain her, and at first his efforts had beenreciprocated willingly. 'Do forgive the inconvenience.' Histone was light, but he was plainly confused by her suddendeparture from his arms.

Mara let the maids fuss over her pins and her sash. 'GreatOnes have no time to spare for vagaries.' She seemed readyto add more, but at a second stroke of the gong the softnessthat started to become a smile vanished. 'Enough! The GreatOne is here!' <

The maids backed away and made their bows, while theirmistress stood, satisfied that her hair was bound up simply, :~`608
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but in neat fashion, with four pins holding the arrangement.The rare metal jewellery and jade tiara were enough to letthis Great One know she did not take his coming lightly.

As she thrust on her slippers and headed for the door, herslave reflexively began to follow. 'No. You may not come.'

Kevin began an immediate protest, and Mara said,'Silence! If this magician decided you had slighted him inany fashion, he could order the death of every member ofthis house. I would be obliged to do as he bid, no matterwhat the cost. A Great One's words are as law. Knowingthis, I refuse to risk your unguarded tongue within earshotof him.'

 

She permitted no more argument but hurried through thedoor and crossed the courtyard to another wing. There lay asmall, five-sided room without furnishing or ornamentbeyond a shatra bird inlaid in onyx in the floor. Thechamber had not been used in her lifetime, but everyhousehold had a similar room, or nook, or alcove, with aclear symbol set into the floor. Any magician in the Empirecould focus his will upon the pattern of that house and callat whim. Such an arrival was traditionally announced by thegong tone, sent by magical means to the location where aGreat One intended to appear. A second chime signalledarrival, and that had occurred several minutes past.

In the chamber Mara found Nacoya, Keyoke, and Saricalready standing before a stern-looking man in a black robe.She bowed deeply as she reached the door. 'Great One,forgive my lack of promptness in greeting you. I was buthalf-dressed when you arrived.'

 

The man inclined his head as if the matter held littleconsequence. He was of gaunt build and medium height,and though the robe concealed details, something about hiscarriage seemed familiar. 'Through the agency of one forwhom I have some affection, it has come to my attentionthat you desired to speak with me.'
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The voice clued her: though older, this magician had thesame rich intonation that Hokanu did. Mara's eyes openedslightly. This was none other than Fumita, the Shinzawaiheir's blood father. Hokanu had taken her request verypersonally indeed; and it would seem her hunch was correct,that some tie to family yet remained between this member ofthe Assembly and the Shinzawai.

 

Yet Mara dared not speculate openly. If they chose,magicians were capable of knowing the minds of those intheir presence. She could not disallow the part that magichad played in the downfall of Jingu of the Minwanabi.Politely she said, 'Great One, I need the wisdom of one suchas yourself, to serve the Empire.'

 

The man nodded. 'Then we shall speak.'

 

Mara excused her advisers and led the way through ascreen onto an adjacent porch furnished with low stonebenches. As Fumita took a seat, Mara stole the moment tostudy him. His hair was deep brown, shot with thebeginnings of grey. The face was clean-lined and angular,and the nose more aquiline than the son's. The dark eyeswere markedly similar, except that in the Great One thedepths of mystery were veiled and unfathomable.

He rested himself upon a stone bench. Mara chose a seatopposite, a narrow path separating them.

 

'What do you wish to discuss?' Fumita asked.

 

'A matter weighs upon me, Great One,' Mara began. Shetook a deep breath and searched for a proper beginning.'Like many, I was in attendance at the Imperial Games.'

If the Great One had any feelings left over from that day,he kept them masked. His piercing attentiveness unnervedher worse than Hokanu's directness. He was not unapproachable,but neither did he warm into welcome. 'Yes ?'

 

'It is said that the Great One who was . . . the centre of thedisruption freed the combatants who refused to fight.'

610

 

: ~

 

l

 

l

 

`, .i'

 

!

 

l

i

 

,

l

.

E

.

 

l ~

. r1

 

'This is true.' Noncommittal still, Fumita waited forMara to continue.

 

He could not have made himself more plain had hespoken. She would have to plunge ahead on her own andrisk the consequences. 'This is my concern,' Mare said. 'If aGreat One may free slaves, then who else may? TheEmperor? The Warlord? A Ruling Lord?'

 

The magician said nothing for some time. During aninterval that felt as strange as the isolation a fish might feelin a pond, Mara was aware of the breeze across the porch,and of a servant making the rounds of the estate house.Down the path, the broom strokes of a slave who wassweeping sounded preternaturally loud. These things werepart of her world, yet somehow seemed sealed away as theeyes of the magician remained pinned unwaveringly upon

her. When Fumita spoke at last, his tone had not altered;the words remained inflectionless and bitten off sharply.'Mare of the Acoma, your question shall be raised in theAssembly.'

 

Without further words, and before she could profferreply, he reached into the pocket at his belt and removed asmall metal object. Mara had no chance to express curiosity,even had she dared, before he ran his thumb across thesurface of the talisman. The gesture seemed like one he hadmade many times. A faint buzzing suddenly surroundedhim. Then the magician vanished. The stone bench stoodempty, and an eddy of air teased the trappings of Mara'srobe.

 

Left open-mouthed, and distinctly at a loss, Marashivered slightly. She frowned, as if the space where themagician had sat might answer her dissatisfaction. She hadnever tried dealing with a Great One, beyond that singleencounter which had finalized Lord Jingu's demise. Thiswas the first time she had tried an overture on her owninitiatives and the aftermath left her unsettled. There was no
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fathoming the ways of the Assembly. She shivered again,and wished herself back in her blankets with Kevin.
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Keeper of the Seal

 

The barge docked.

 

Seated on cushions beneath the canopy with a cup of fruitjuice in her hand, Mara squinted against the morningsunlight reflected off the water. Rocked by the rhythm of thepolemen as they expertly manoeuvred her craft through thepress of commercial boats at the wharf, the Lady recalledNacoya's disapproval of her trip to Kentosani. Yet, lookingover the traffic that jammed the dockside, and counting themerchant barges at anchor waiting to unload, Mara judgedArakasi's assessment was the correct one. At least on thestreets and public squares, the city had recovered from thechaos let loose upon it at the Imperial Games six monthsbefore.

 

To Mara, this seemed an opportune time to return to theHoly City. Nacoya was right to suspect that Mara's motive- visiting a minor political opponent to change his alliance wasdeeper, but Mara revealed her thoughts to no one.

Once her barge tied up to the wharf, she surrendered herabandoned fruit juice to a servant, called for her litter, andassembled her honour guard. She had brought only twenty-fivewarriors in her retinue; her stop was intended to bebrief, and she was not worried about assassins. Both theAssembly and the Emperor were likely to look disfavourablyon public disorder; any killing by a tong in theEmperor's city would bring a much deeper investigationthan any family would risk at this time. Except for aminimum of servants, and her boat crew, Mara had onlyKevin and Arakasi in attendance.

 

The heat was already stifling. As the Acoma guards began

the chore of clearing traffic from the Lady's intended path,Kevin pushed back damp hair from his brow. 'So why didyou really make this trip?'

 

Dressed in a finer robe than she usually chose for streettravel, Mara looked between the curtains of her litter, whichwere cracked open to admit the relief of the passing breeze.'You asked Arakasi that scarcely an hour ago.'

'And he told me the same lie, that we're going to pay asocial call on Lord Kuganchalt of the Ginecho. I don'tbelieve it.'

 

Mara extended her fan through the curtains and tappedhis wrist in reproof. 'Were you a free man, I would beobliged to challenge that statement. To accuse me of Lying isto insult Acoma honour.,

 

Kevin caught the fan, playfully disarmed her, andreturned the ~item with an exaggerated flourish, in imitationof a Tsurani suitor of a lesser house paying court to a Ladyof higher station. 'You didn't lie exactly,' he admitted, andgrinned as Mara smothered a laugh at his clowning behindher now opened fan. He paused a step, reminded of howdear she was to him; then he doggedly pursued the subject.'You just didn't tell what's on your mind.'

 

The litter bearers turned a corner and swerved to avoid astray dog being chased by street urchins. They were afterthe bone it had stolen, and were moving too fast andchaotically for her soldiers to change their course. Asalways, Kevin noticed their poor clothes and evidence ofsores and sickness upon them, and felt sad. He only halfheard Mara's explanation: Lord Kuganchalt was animportant if minor ally of the Lord of the Ekamchi and theLord of the Inrodaka. Those two held sway in a smallfaction allied firmly against her since her winning of thecho-ja Queen from a hive near Inrodaka lands. She allowedthat a contact with the Ginecho would at least give her anopportunity to explain her side of the dispute, perhaps

614

 

.

 

.

 

even to drive a wedge between the Ginecho and the twodisaffected Lords.

 

'House Ginecho took heavy losses with Almecho's fall,'Mara qualified. 'They were heavily indebted to theOmechan, and the Warlord's two disgraces caused the debtsall to come due much earlier than the old Lord of theGinecho could have expected. He died, it is said, of thestrain, though others whisper suicide. Still others claimpoison was set in his dish by an enemy. Whatever the reason,his young son, Kuganchalt, has inherited his mantle, alongwith a heavy financial burden. I judge this an auspicioustime for an overture.'

 

Kevin's lips thinned in annoyance. She said this thoughshe knew he had been present when Arakasi allowed thatKuganchalt's court was riddled through with cousins whowere Ekamchi and Inrodaka loyalists, a few of whomprobably had orders to commit murder should the inexperiencedboy act in any way to the detriment of his twoallies. Kevin had commented that a few might be motivatedto speed the young Lord along to the halls of the Red Godwithout any urging from Mara's two enemies. Nacoyawarned Mara that entering Kuganchalt's town house wouldbe stepping into a nest of swamp relli; Mara, she berated,was deaf to good advice when larger issues were on hermind.

 

As litter and bearers rounded another corner, andsunlight fell through the curtains, Kevin became aware thatthe Lady was looking at him. Too often he had the feelingshe could read his thoughts from his face, and this was onesuch time. 'The Ginecho would expect us to try to rearrangetheir alliance,' she pointed out with mischievous gentleness.'Ekamchi went to such trouble to buy the loyalty of so manymembers of Kuganchalt's family, and Inrodaka underwrotemost of the expense. They would all be terribly disappointed

if the Acoma failed to put in an appearance. We will go, and
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give them what they want, which is belief in their own selfimportance.Inrodaka and Ekamchi must always be led to

believe that their enmity is of some consequence. It keepsthem from allying with my other enemies.

 

'Gods help us if they discover the truth: that the Acomahave gained enough standing that their minor plotting hasno impact; then they might brew worse mischief than they

do already, just to attract attention, or do something really ldestructive, such as throwing their support to Tasaio.' lKevin snorted out a laugh. 'You mean you're going to pat lthe little guy with a grudge on the head, just to keep him l

from getting really irate, in case he thinks you've forgottenhe's got bones to pick, so he doesn't get nasty and go out and ~ lfind a bigger bone to pick?'

 

'Inelegantly spoken,' Mare said. 'But yes.'

 

Kevin swore in Midkemian.

 

Somewhat nettled, Mara twitched the curtains back.'That's rude. Now what do you mean?'

 

Her barbarian lover gave her a long look and shrugged.'In polite language, your Great Game of the Council ingestswater from an infested swamp. One could say it quite oftenborders on the absurd.'

 

'I was afraid you were going to say that.' Mara leaned anelbow on her cushions and gazed at one of the huge stonetemples that bordered both sides of the avenue.

Kevin followed her glance, by now well enough versed inthe Tsurani pantheon to recognize the temple of Lashima,Goddess of Wisdom. Here, he recalled, Mara had spentmonths in study, in the hope of taking vows of service. Thedeaths of her father and brother had drastically changedthat fate.

 

As though her own reminiscence followed his into thepast, Mara said, 'You know, I miss the quiet.' Then she

smiled. 'But nothing else, really. The temple priestesses are i

even more bound to tradition and ritual than the great

.

 

houses are. Now I cannot imagine being happy with such alife.' She tipped a wicked glance at Kevin. 'And certainly Iwould have missed out on some very enjoyable bed sport.'

'Well,' said Kevin, running irreverent eyes over the wallsthat surrounded the temple grounds, 'maybe not - givenluck, a length of stout rope, and a determined man.' He bentover, cupped her chin, and kissed her as they walked along.'I'm a very determined man.'

 

From the other side of the litter, Arakasi shot the couple ablack look.

 

'You never will act the proper slave,' Mara murmured. 'Isuppose we shall have to look over the precedent set in thearena by the Great One who was your countryman, andseek a legal way to set you free.'

 

Kevin missed a step. 'That's why we're back in Kentosani!You're going to look up the fine points of the law and seewhat's changed since the games?' He strode out, reestablishedposition at Mara's side, and grinned. 'Patrickmight forget himself and kiss you.'

 

Mara made a face. 'That would certainly earn him abeating! The man never bathes.' Shaking her head, sheadded, 'No, that's not my reason for being here. If we canfind the time, we'll visit the Imperial Archives. But the Lordof the Ginecho comes first.'

 

'Life would be so dull without enemies,' Kevin quipped,but this time his Lady did not rise to the bait. Beyond the

precinct of the temples, the avenue narrowed, and trafficbecame too thick to allow for conversation. Kevin foughtagainst the press of the heavy crowds, using his greaterheight to prevent his Lady's litter from being jostled. Herealized that his years of captivity had not been entirelyunhappy ones; he might not love all aspects of Tsuranisociety - the misery of the poor would never cease to botherhim. But given the chance to become a free man, and stay atMara's side, he would choose this alien world as home. His
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horizons had widened since he had fought in the Riftwar.For him, a younger son, return to his father's estate at Zunwould offer poor prospects, no substitute for the excitementhe had found in foreign and exotic Tsuranuanni.

So caught up in his thoughts was he that when Mara'ssmall retinue arrived at the Acoma town house, he did notraise his customary protest when the head servant therecommanded him forthwith to unload the Lady's carry boxesand heft them up to her chambers.

 

Midday passed, and the heat lessened. Bathed and refreshedsince her journey, Mara prepared for her visit to the Lord o fthe Ginecho. Kevin declined the chance to attend her,insisting he would be unable to keep a straight face throughthe proceedings. In fact, Mara knew him to be fascinatedwith the markets of the Holy City, and in wistful reflectionshe agreed that an afternoon of shopping with the headservant of the house was bound to be more interesting thanexchanging stilted small talk and veiled insults with aseventeen-year-old boy whose eyes were still puffed fromweeping over his father. She indulged Kevin's excuse and lethim stay, and instead took Arakasi, unobtrusively clad as aservant. The Ginecho were too minor a house to warrantclose observation by Arakasi's agents, and the Spy Masterhimself desired the opportunity to pursue gossip with thehouse servants.

 

The litter departed from the town house courtyard in thelate afternoon, accompanied by twenty warriors, a suitablenumber to impress Lord Ginecho that his enmity was takenseriously. For quickness, the entourage held to back streets,less packed with traffic.

 

They passed through cool tree-lined avenues lined by thegarden courtyards of wealthy guild officials and merchants.Few folk noted their passage, and their only impedimentwas the occasional hand-pushed cart filled with vegetables
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that the servants of the very rich wheeled home. The soldiersstayed alert, though Arakasi held belief that no great housein the Empire would feel confident enough to attempt anassassination in public.

 

Mara had always loved the side streets of the Holy City,with their long glades of flowering trees, and their neatlyswept stone cobbles. She enjoyed the wooden gates, withtheir patterned lattices, and their posts netted over withakasi and hibis vines. Although Kentosani was a river city,like Sulan-Qu, by imperial edict no dyers, tanneries, or othercrafts requiring unpleasant procedures had been permittedwithin the city walls. Unless one was downwind of theholding pens for the arena or the crowded markets in thecentral waterfront area, this was a city that smelled offlowers, spiced with the scents of temple incense as dayclosed and priests and priestesses of all the Tsurani deitiesbegan their night's devotions.

 

The Acoma bearers conveyed their burden from the sidelanes and entered one of the many wide squares. Half-lost inreflection brought on by the quiet of the hour, Mara almostmissed Arakasi's hesitation.

 

She looked over to see what had captured his attention.Across the square rose two gilded columns framed by anarch and a span of smoothed slate. This was one of manymessage boards reserved for the word of the Light ofHeaven. Although the messages were usually scribed inchalk, and of a religious context, today a crew of ImperialWhites stood guard over the site. The event was unusualenough to draw notice. Closer inspection showed twoplain-garbed craftsmen repairing the gilding on the frame,which had been damaged in last year's riots. Even theminute amounts of gold they used were too costly to riskthieves; this seemed to explain the presence of the Emperor'sguards. But what drew Arakasi's closer inspection werethree dark-robed figures who stood at the board in process

of affixing a scroll heavy with imperial ribbons and seals.

Mara frowned, puzzled. Great Ones from the Assembly of'Magicians did not usually perform the errands of clerks.

'It's a proclamation,' Arakasi mused, sharing his thoughtswith his mistress. 'With permission, Lady, I should like tosee what it contains.'

 

Mara nodded her permission, diverted from her enjoymentof Kentosani's loveliness to considering the Light ofHeaven; imperial proclamations were a rarity, and the factthat one was being posted by Great Ones augured amomentous matter. It was no longer a topic of idlespeculation that the current Emperor was not acting theexaltedly remote figure his forebears had been. This Light ofHeaven, Ichindar, had not only put his hand into the game,he had overturnned it.

 

Arakasi returned, slipping neatly between two breadsellers with shoulder yokes and laden baskets. As he arrivedbeside his mistress's litter, he said softly, 'My Lady, theGreat Ones announce to the Empire that the magicianMilamber has been cast out of the Assembly. The documentgoes on to say that those slaves in the arena who were freedby his action are lawfully released from their masters, but noprecedent may be seen in this. By imperial decree, and by thewill of heaven, Ichindar pronounces that no other whowears the slave's grey may change his status. For the good ofthe Empire, for the sake of the order of society, and by divinewill, all who are slaves must remain so until death.'

Mara showed no change in expression, but the delightwent out of the day. Suddenly heavy hearted, she motionedher bearers forward, then closed her curtains, as she didwhen she wanted privacy. Her hands laced tightly over acushion. She did not know how she was going to tell Kevin,whose hopes had risen so dizzyingly after her carelessreference that morning.

 

Until recently, she had not considered his slavery to be an
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issue of importance. As Acoma property, he was guaranteedfood, and housing, and a measure of public standing byright of the honour of her house. As a freeman, he wouldhave no position, even in the eyes of a beggar. Any Tsuraniin the street might spit on him without fear of retribution.Much as Mara might love him, she had not alwaysunderstood his pride, so different from Tsurani pride, for hewas safer as a slave in her house than as a clanless barbarianfreeman. Anyone who spent time at the docks in Jamarwould see the occasional renegade Thuril or dwarf fromDustari and their misery and know this was true.

But this much she had come to grudgingly understand: ifhe remained a slave, in some manner, at some time, she mustlose him. The Night of the Bloody Swords had shown herbeyond doubt that he was a warrior; he deserved freedom tofurther his honour. Since then she had felt uncomfortablewith the concept that he should finish his days as herproperty. Her views had changed: she understood that hisMidkemian code of conduct, alien as it was, had its ownintrinsic honour.

 

No longer could she regard him as disgraced for failing totake his life rather than be captured by an enemy, as aTsurani warrior would have done, or for hiding his rank toavoid summary execution.

 

Troubled to discover that her plans to give him happinesswere permanently dashed, Mara stayed withdrawn throughouther visit to the Ginecho. She performed the proper socialdisplay expected of her, but afterwards she would have beenhard put to recall a word of the conversation, or recite a detailof young Lord Kuganchalt's appearance. If Arakasi notedthat she seemed distracted as the litter wended its wayhomeward through Kentosani's torch-lit streets, he saidnothing. He provided his hand with the skill of a manassigned such duties lifelong as she got out of the litter in hercourtyard, and disappeared unobtrusively at her dismissal.

621

 

Mara called for a light supper, and for once did not askfor Kevin's company. She sat in solitude in the studyoverlooking the courtyard, picking at her meal and staringat the shadow patterns the flowering shrubs threw onto thescreen. From the kitchen she could hear laughter, andKevin's boisterous voice describing some escapade concerninga jigabird seller in the markets. He was in highhumour, and the other servants were enjoying his performancewith the enthusiasm of bystanders at a street

entertainment.

 

But for Mara, tonight, Kevin's laughter only cut. Shepushed aside her barely tasted plate with a sigh, and asked aservant to bring wine. She sipped, and let the night deepenwithout calling for lamps. Her mind and her memory circledendlessly, reviewing the leading questions she had asked ofthe Great One, Fumita. His reticence stung her even yet.Over and over, she pondered his chilly reception, and shewondered, now that it was absolutely beyond hope tochange, whether the edict against freeing slaves had beenprompted by her inquiries.

 

She could never know for certain. That was the painfulpart. If she had more wisely kept her own counsel, Kevin'schance of freedom might not have been destroyed.

Mara sighed and waved for removal of her supper tray.She retired early, though her mind churned, and when Kevincame she feigned sleep. His touches and his tenderness couldnot break through her dark thoughts, and she feared to riskbringing him into her confidence. When at last he fell intocontented slumber by her side, she felt no better. All nightshe tossed and sorted words. Hours passed, and she still didnot know what to say.

 

She gazed at his profile, lit softly golden by the screenfilteredlight of the courtyard lanterns. The scar he hadgained from the overseer at the slave market had nearlyfaded away over the years. All that remained was a fine

crease over his cheekbone, such as a warrior might gainfrom a sword cut. The blue eyes with their laughing depthswere closed, and in sleep his face showed abiding peace.Mara ached to touch him, and instead wound up blinkingback tears. Angered by her shameful softness, she rolledover and stared at the wall, only to find herself turning back,studying his profile and biting her lip not to weep.

Dawn came, and she was exhausted. She arose beforeKevin, tense and miserable in a cold sweat. She called formaids to bathe and dress her, and when her beloved rousedwith his sleepy questions, she covered her reticence byseeming -brusque.

 

'I have a most important errand to do this morning.' Shetilted her head away, ostensibly to help the maid who wasarranging her hair, but in fact to hide her puffy eyes beforecosmetics could disguise the evidence of her unhappiness.'You may come or not, as you wish.'

 

Stung by her coldness, Kevin paused in the act ofstretching. He looked at her; she could feel his gaze on herback and did not have to see to be sure of his reproach. 'I'llcome, of course,' he said slowly. Then, chagrined that histone held an edge that reflected her own, he added, 'At least,the antics of jigabird sellers will need to improve a great dealbefore I'll be drawn from your charms.' The conciliatorytone of the comment was not lost on her; she cursed the facthe held such power over her and that even such a smallremark could feel like a rebuke.

 

He stood up. Never quite as silent as a Tsurani warrior,but as strongly confident, he stepped over to her and slippedhis arms around her shoulders. 'You are my favourite littlebird in the Empire,' he murmured. 'Beautifully soft, and yoursinging is the joy of my heart.'

 

He moved away, with a sly quip that caused one of hermaids an unseemly fit of giggles. If he had noticed the Lady
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was stiff in his arms, he attributed it to the pins that the maidwas using to fasten the long, looping twists of her hair.

The elaborate coiffure should have warned him. Built to aheight that indicated a Tsurani intention to impress, andfastened with dozens of fine jade and diamond pins, Mara'sheaddress was crowned and glorified by a feathered tiara setwith abalone.

 

'We're going to the Imperial Palace?' Kevin demandedwhen he tore his eyes away long enough to notice thatArakasi was among the honour guard, dressed as a clerk.The Senior Strike Leader was wearing his ceremonialarmour and his most imposing plumes. His spear and helmwere streamered, and since the ribbons would not hold up toprolonged street wear, not to mention a fight, somebodyimportant had to be the reason behind all the pomp.

'We're going to pay a visit to an official of the Emperor,'Mara explained, her tone brittle. She let Arakasi hand herinto the litter. He was better at the task than the StrikeLeader, who was fine enough with a sword but clumsy whenit came to managing a Lady in high-soled sandals, eightlayers of overrobes, and a headdress that would haveoutmatched any King of the Isles' coronation crown by afactor of ten.

 

'You look like the confection on a wedding cake,' Kevinobserved. 'This personage is important?'

 

At last he won a smile from her, though with her facepainted and thyza-powdered, the expression was predictablystiff. 'He thinks he is important. When one goes askingfor favours, the difference becomes moot.' Mindful of herfinery, Mara settled back on her cushions. 'Close thecurtains, please,' she instructed Arakasi.

 

As the bearers raised the litter poles and started off, anonplussed Kevin fell into stride. He presumed that Marawanted privacy to discourage gawkers and to preserve her
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elaborate costume from dust. His cheerful mood heldthrough a long, traffic-harried trek to the Imperial Palace,and not even the elaborate protocols of the various gate- anddoorkeepers put him off. Once he had become accustomedto the grand weight of ceremony that attended all matterswithin the Empire, he had discovered the purpose behindsuch manners. No official, however minor, was ever rudelyinterrupted by someone from the lower ranks. Ruling Lordsor Ladies were not caught unprepared by a visitor; theTsurani attention to ceremony ensured, according to rank,that all things happened in due course, and that the properpapers, or clothing, or refreshments would all be in place themoment the caller at last crossed the threshold.

The Keeper of the Imperial Seal was well prepared whenhis secretary finally let Mara and her retinue into theaudience chamber. The cushions had been plumped sincethe last petitioner had departed. A fresh tray of fruit andjuices sat upon the low side table, and the official himselfhad his robe on, his weighty collar and signet of officeadjusted and straight, and his fleshy anatomy arranged withdignity.

 

A middle-aged man, the Keeper of the Imperial Seal had aflorid face, a mouth all but lost amid multiple chins, andhooded, darting eyes that could probably name the coinworth of every jewel in Mara's costume at a glance. He alsoliked sweets, as evidenced by the keljir leaves piled in hisrefuse basket. The gummy confection made from an extractof tree sap had rimmed his teeth and his tongue a faint red orange,and his bow was perfunctory, owing to his bulk andhis equal-sized sense of self-importance.

 

The chamber smelled of fat man's sweat and old wax, bywhich Kevin deduced that the screens were probably stuckshut. Holding a satchel of inks, pens, and parchments forArakasi's needs, he braced himself for a boring wait as Marabegan the phrases of greeting. The official used this interval
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to open a drawer in his lap table and unwrap a kellir as if thetask were a sacred ritual. He popped the sweet in his mouth,sucked noisily, and then condescended to reply.

'I am well.' His voice was deep, and too loud. He clearedhis throat carefully, twice. 'Lady Mara of the Acoma.' Hesucked, considered, then added, 'I trust you are well?'

Mara inclined her head.

 

The official shifted his weight on his cushions, and thefloor creaked ponderously. He shifted his candy with a clickof teeth to the other bulging cheek. 'What brings you to myoffice this fine morning, Lady Mara?'

 

Kevin heard her reply as a murmur, but could not makeout single words.

 

The official's jaws stopped working on his treat. Hecleared his throat, three times, very deliberately. His fingersdrummed on his knee, leaving white spots in the flesh thatthe hem of his robe did not cover. Then he frowned, hiseyebrows snarling together over his baby-round nose.'That's - that's a most unusual request, Lady Mara.'

The Lady elaborated, and hearing her mention

'Midkemia', Kevin pricked up his ears.

 

The Lady of the Acoma finished most clearly, 'It is a whim.'She shrugged in a manner that Kevin recognized as purelyfeminine, and calculated to disarm. 'I would be pleased.'

The Keeper of the Imperial Seal shifted again. His frownbecame uncomfortable. Mara said something.

 

'I know the rift is closed!' the official blurted, startled intobiting down hard on his sweet. He looked briefly as if he hadcracked a tooth. 'Your asking on this, a seemingly worthlessconcession, is odd. Most odd.' He cleared his throat andsaid, 'Most odd,' again, as though he liked the sound of thewords.

 

Kevin discovered himself leaning forward, and realized hehad better not; a slave in this land must not be caught takingan interest in the affairs of his betters.
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Mara spoke again: maddeningly, too low to be heard.

The official scratched his chin, obviously stymied. 'Can Ido that?'

 

'It is written so, as a point of law,' Mara returned. Shebeckoned to Arakasi, who strode forward and bowedbehind her shoulder. 'My clerk will be pleased to explain.'

The Keeper of the Imperial Seal crunched the last of hiscandy, looking anxious. He waved, as if Arakasi were oflittle more consequence than a slave.

 

The Spy Master reached into a pocket in his smock andwithdrew a document. He slipped the ribbon, unrolled thescroll with brisk industry, and read a passage copied from abook, which held that the Keeper of the Imperial Seal coulduse his discretion and assign those dispositions concerningtrade and guild rights, and authorize limited collection ofminor taxes upon goods or services that were deemed toosmall to bother the Imperial Council with.

 

'Well.' The huge man rearranged himself and beganunwrapping another keljir sweet. 'The matter you ask for iscertainly a petty one, of no merit for discussion by thecouncil.' He paused and turned the candy over and overbetween his fingers as if he expected to find insects. 'But, if Imay guess, no man in my position has initiated any sort ofprivate dispensation for hundreds of generations

'Exalted sir,' Arakasi ventured. 'I point out that the lawhas not changed.' He bowed again and backstepped to standbeside Kevin, a clear hint that he expected to collect hiswriting utensils and commence setting up a document.

'What's she asking for?' Kevin questioned, as softly as hecould.

 

'Shh!' Arakasi gestured for the slave to be silent, whileMara added another point in favour of her argument, andthe official across from her became distinctly moreflummoxed.

 

Kevin observed, and deduced that the Keeper of the
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Imperial Seal was a bureaucrat with a sanctimoniousdevotion to order. With the obstinacy typical of his kind inevery country, he was going to refuse Mara's request, notbecause her demand was unreasonable, but because it wasunusual and outside the method of paper work and filing hewas bound by habit to follow. Arakasi seemed to sense animminent rejection also, because his pose grew quietly moretaut.

 

Kevin stared at the floor and feigned unconcern. But in alow whisper to Arakasi he said, 'Why don't you suggest thatMara try a bribe?'

 

The Spy Master twitched no muscle, his sole evidence ofsurprise the interval before his response. 'Brilliant!' hewhispered back. 'Is that what your people do with reluctantofficials in Midkemia?'

 

Kevin returned a barely perceptible nod, and one cornerof his mouth turned up. 'Usually it works. Besides, I'd betMara's jewels that's what he's waiting for.'

 

But Arakasi had already moved forward to tap his Ladydiscreetly on the arm. He spoke into her ear, swiftly, beforethe Keeper of the Imperial Seal could finish his snack andend deliberation.

 

Mara was gifted with the knack for thinking on her feet.As the fat man across the lap desk from her drew aponderous breath to frame his answer, she interrupted.

'Exalted sir, I realize such a request would require efforton your part, to ensure that you were acting within thedictates of your office. And as you are under no obligationto do so simply because I ask, I would be pleased torecompense your time and industry, say, a hundredcenturies of metal and three thumb-size emeralds, if youwould undertake the needed inquiry to resolve the issueproperly.'

 

The Keeper of the Imperial Seal swallowed his keljir ballwhole. His eyes bulged out. 'Lady, you are too generous.'
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He did not belabour the issue; after all, her request wasludicrously useless. He had even most honourably emphasizedthat the rift connecting Midkemia to Kelewan wasclosed. But if Mara wished to be eccentric, the Emperor andthe High Council certainly should not be bothered toconsider such a worthless point of trade. Transparentlycontent with his reasoning, and already greedy for his gift,the official motioned to Arakasi. 'My duty requires Iresearch such tasks, but I shall be happy to take your giftsand . . . I pass them along to the temples as devotion.' Hesmiled. 'Now that I've had a moment to ponder, I am certainyour interpretation is the correct one. Fetch your pens andparchments. We shall draw up the agreement directly.'

Imperial documents in Tsuranuanni were never shortorderitems. Kevin shifted from foot to foot, while the closedchamber grew more stifling. Arakasi and the Keeper of theImperial Seal argued endlessly and amicably over wording,while slaves came and went with braziers, pots of variouscolours of wax, and spools of ribbon.-Afternoon had comebefore the document proving Mara's dispensation had beenrecorded under the Imperial Seal. Another interval elapsed,while the ink dried, and the captain of her honour guard senta warrior to the town house to fetch back the centis andemeralds. While they waited, the fat man chewed keljir anddiscoursed on the poor quality of this season's dyedfeathers. He had purchased an indigo robe, which hadproceeded to rot into dust.

 

'The merchants think nothing of selling second-qualitygoods since the riots,' he lamented, while his own clerk wassent for, just to knot the official ribbons that tied theparchment into a scroll. 'The fabric of our clothing is going

to ruin,' the Keeper of the Imperial Seal ended sadly. 'Somesay that the order in the Empire will sour next.'

'Not with the Assembly of Magicians guaranteeingorder,' Arakasi interjected. He moved fast enough to
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intercept the parchment, before the official could wave itabout as emphasis to expound a further point.

 

Blessedly fast, after that, Kevin was handed the satchel ofscribe's implements, the document safely inside. Mara aroseand bowed, and as her party took their leave of thesweltering chamber, the Keeper of the Imperial Seal could beheard bellowing loudly for his servant.

 

'There are no more keljir candies in my jar! Where is ourefficiency these days? The clothes dyers are lazy cheats, themerchants sell defective goods, and now my own servantsthink they can ignore my needs and not be punished. We arecoming to ruin, in this Empire, and who besides me seems tocare?' ~

 

Mara did not linger in Kentosani after her visit to the Keeperof the Imperial Seal, but boarded her barge for the returnvoyage to Sulan-Qu and home that afternoon. The weathercontinued hot, sultry even for Kelewan, and as oftenhappened during travel by river, Mara kept to her quarters,by herself. She spent long hours in conference with Arakasi,or reading scrolls her factors had sent her from the marketsin the Holy City. The rest of the time, she stared at the water,deep in thought, and not much noticing the stream ofpassing traffic on the river.

 

Kevin amused himself joking with the polemen, orplaying at dice with the off-duty warriors from the Lady'shonour guard. As a slave, he could not legally keep hiswinnings, which was well from the standpoint of the losers,who claimed he had ungodly runs of luck. The barge dockedwithout event in Sulan-Qu, and Mara's retinue regrouped.Her goods and carry boxes were dispatched to a warehouse,to head home with the next inbound caravan, while theLady transferred to her litter. She had dinner in a travellers'hostelry in one of the fashionable districts of the city, thenset off for home at twilight, her warriors carrying lanterns to
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light the way. Tired from the sun, Kevin had spent theinterval in the city napping with the litter bearers, ratherthan seeking street gossip from the beggars, who wereunfailingly surly because he was a foreigner and a slave.

Since the visit to Kentosani, events and chance circumstancehad conspired to keep Kevin from private time withthe Lady. He did not take this amiss. She wore the mantle ofthe Acoma, and her responsibilities did not always leave heraccessible. Usually this suited Kevin's independent turn ofmind. He had moments when he preferred solitude, or jokesin the company of men. Still, curiosity impelled him to knowwhat Mara had transacted with the Keeper of the ImperialSeal. The parchment that granted her concession of rightshad stayed rolled up in Mara's personal chest of papers. Shehad not left that box in Sulan-Qu with her other baggage,but had kept it in her litter at her feet the whole way home.

Ayaki's boisterous greeting prevented Kevin's finding outwhere the box was taken. But Mara must have ordered itlocked away first thing, for by the time she finished scoldingservants for allowing her son to be up so late, Kevin realizedthe box was gone. The bearers had already vanished in thedirection of the stores shed, and Jican was nowhere to befound. Wise enough to know that information could not bewheedled out of Arakasi, Kevin waited through the hourwhile Mara caught Nacoya up on the news over cups ofchocha and a late snack. He was waiting for her in thebedchamber when, exhausted by travel, she at last came into retire.

 

He realized the moment he embraced her that somethingwas wrong. Her lips were cool on his, and her smile wasforced. He was on the point of asking what it was when sheclapped for servants to bring bath water. What followeddistracted him completely. After passion had cooled, he layon the bed cushions with the screens cracked open and acopper flood of moonlight slashing a square across the floor;

he noticed that the woman in his arms was still not relaxed.In retrospect, he realized their lovemaking had been hurried,not at all the slow, languorous spiral into ecstasy that Marawas inclined to prefer. Her responses to his touches hadcarried a buried sense of desperation that Kevin had almostfailed to notice.

 

He reached out and gently stroked the hair away from hertemple. 'Is something the matter?'

 

Mara rolled over. Her features stayed shadowy, butKevin could feel her gazing at his face. 'I am tired from thejourney,' she said, but the words were studied.

Kevin caught her wrists and pulled her warmly againsthim. 'You know I love you.'

 

But she buried her head in his shoulder and refused theinvitation to talk.

 

Attempting an innocuous approach, Kevin cupped herchin in his hand. 'You have something of importance upyour sleeve. What was that secret dispensation you bribedfrom the Keeper of the Imperial Seal, anyway?'

Mara answered with surprising pique. 'You must notexpect my confidence in all matters.'

 

'No?' Kevin sat up, unsure of the source of her antagonism,and stung just enough not to handle it withoutrancour. Do I mean that little to you?'

 

'You mean a great deal to me,' Mara said at once. Fearmade her voice cold, but in the dark he noticed only her tone.She drew away from him and sat up with her arms around herknees and her hands tightly clasped. 'You mean everything.'

'Then tell me what agreement you made in Kentosani.'Kevin swept back a fallen lock of hair in a gesture sohabitual it made her ache. 'I know it concerns Midkemia.'

'Arakasi did not tell you that,' Mara accused, stillsnapping.

 

'No. I overheard.' Kevin's admission revealed he felt noshame, which angered her.
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Mara released a pent breath. 'Only my Spy Master and Iknow the contents of that document. That is according tomy wishes.'

 

Now convinced she was hiding something, and fearfulthat it might be a matter detrimental to his people, Kevintried to pressure her. 'You said I meant everything.'

Against the square of moonlight, Mara was perfectly still.Her profile went hard, expressionless, and thoroughly,infuriatingly Tsurani. She said nothing. Unaware that shewas caught up in personal conflict that had little to do withthe subject, Kevin reached for her.

 

'Have we no trust between us, after this many years ofintimacy?' His voice was persuasive enough to wound; stillshe could have withstood him if he had not reached out andstroked her shoulder with all of his tenderness. 'Mare, if youare frightened of something, can't I know?'

 

She flung away from him, which was totally unexpected,and painful in a way that took his breath. 'Of what would Ibe afraid?' Her words were harsh, and he had no means toguess that he had hit upon exactly the point that troubledher. She was afraid - of the power he had over her, and ofthe tangle he had made of her emotions. Coldly, selfdefensively,she reacted with the one thing she knew beyond

doubt would distance him. 'You are a slave,' she said withicy, bitten clarity. 'It is not for a slave to suppose what I fearor do not fear.'

 

Angry himself, and beyond thought, Kevin let his wordstake on a sharp edge. 'Is that all I am to you? A slave, to benumbered among your things? Am I of no more accountthan a needra bull, or a scullion?' He shook his head andtried valiantly through his pain to soften his voice. 'Ithought, after Dustari, and a certain night in Kentosani, thatI had earned some worth in your eyes.' He felt a trembleinvade his middle, and hardened himself against theemotion her people deplored. 'I killed men for you, Lady.
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would be crying, and in a desperate attempt to contain herown hurt, Mara held herself in grim control. As if she facedher direst enemy, not her most beloved companion, she said,

You forget yourself. You forget that your life could havebeen forfeit for daring to set hand to a sword. You are aslave, like other slaves, and to remind you of your station, itwould be best if you left my chamber and spent theremainder of this night with your fellows in the slavequarters.'

 

Kevin sat, motionless with astonishment. :

'Go!' Mare said, not shouting, but with all the finality o f

an executioner. 'That is an order!'

 

Kevin arose, lordly in his fury. He snatched his breechesfrom the chest by the bed cushions but did not bother todress. Naked, tall, and prideful, he said, 'I have all butdeserted my companions in sharing my love with theirenemy. They might be barbarians and slaves, but they arenot ones to cast aside loyalty. It will be a pleasure,' hefinished, and he spun and left without giving her a bow.

Mara sat, stone-stiff. She did not cry until long after he had departed.By then he was knocking on the lintel of the hutwhere Patrick lived, politely requesting admittance.

'Kev?' a sleepy voice responded. 'That you, old son?'

Kevin stepped across the threshold, then cursed when herecalled: the slave huts had no lanterns. He crouched in the

dark and sat on the clammy dirt floor.

'

Damn,' Patrick muttered. He sat up on the poor palletthat served him as bed, chair, and table. 'It is you. Did youhave to come calling in the middle of the bloody night? You

know we have to be in the fields before dawn.' ,

There was more than accusation in his fellow

Midkemian's tone. Having already made one mistake
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Unlike yours, my people do not lightly take the lives ofothers.'

 

His pride caught her heart and twisted. In a moment she

concerning another's feelings that night, and sobered bythat into sensitivity, Kevin chose tact. 'Something wrong,old friend?'

 

Patrick sighed and ran a hand over his bald head. 'Youcan bet on that. Very wrong. And I'm glad you didn't waituntil tomorrow to come, really. I suppose you heard aboutJake and Douglas.'

 

Kevin drew a careful breath. 'No,' he said gently. 'What'sto hear?'

 

'They were hanged for trying to escape!' Patrick leanedforward, distressed and bitter. 'We heard about the imperialdecree from a tradesman passing by. You weren't here todissuade them. God, I tried. They pretended to listen, thensought to bolt the next night. Keyoke, the old fox, knowsour ways well enough by now that he guessed somebodymight attempt to run for the hills. He had warriors waitingfor our boys, and both of them dead before dawn.'

Kevin felt a sting as an insect sampled his calf. He slappedit away with a fury he withheld from his voice. Carefully,weighing this news from the beginning, he said, 'Youmentioned an imperial decree. What was it?'

 

'You didn't hear?' Patrick laughed incredulously, with aheavy underlying sarcasm. 'You were in the Holy City, in

the company of gods'-almighty nobility, and you didn'thear?'

 

'I didn't hear,' Kevin snapped. 'Now will you kindly tellme?'

 

Patrick paused, scratched at a scab on his knee, andsighed. 'Damn me, but you're telling the truth, at that.That's maybe not surprising, seeing as slaves mean no morethan needra bulls to the runts of this accursed land.'

'Damn it, tell me, Patrick! If there's been an imperialdecree concerning slaves, I want to know about it.'

'Simply this,' said the bald man, who over the years hadnearly become a stranger. 'That the slaves freed from the
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arena by that Midkemian magician, Milamber, were afreak. Milamber's been tossed out of the Assembly for whateveryone says was not doing his duty by the Empire - he's anoutlaw for fair reasons, they say, and has a death price on hishead. And the Emperor has set his hand and seal to adocument posted in every city that no other slaves, ever, canbe freed. That does tend to wreck the hope you held out tous, old son. Poor Jake and Douglas lost their stomach forwaiting, and there are others as impatient that won't hangon here much longer.' with a bitter note, he added, 'Theywere so ruined by the word, I believe they knew they weregoing to be caught and didn't caret' He sighed. 'It's hard tothink how all these years we've been hoping one way oranother we'd get home. I guess the prospect of doing thisslave work every day until we're dead . . .'

 

A silence developed as Kevin absorbed the implications ofthe news his countryman had related. Patrick caught up inhis thinking and realized that his two dead companions hadnot been the reason for Kevin's sudden visit.

 

'You had a fight with her,' he accused abruptly.

Kevin nodded ruefully, his lover's feelings less raw sincehe had learned of Milamber's disgrace. Mara's oddreticence since Kentosani at least had an obvious cause.Upon sober reflection, in a clammy hut full of stinginginsects, he saw he had been a fool to let his fur get ruffled.She had never been a woman given to hysterics. And indeed,she must feel as frightened of losing him as he was of beingparted from her. If he could not, by her orders, return tomend matters until morning, at least he could give thedifficulties of his countrymen long-overdue consideration.

'I had a bit of a tough night,' Kevin admitted ruefully. 'Butthat's no reason to lose hope.'

 

'Damn you, man, the rift is closed,' Patrick interjected.'That means no return for us, and our only chance is anoutlaw's life in the mountains.'
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'Not' Bitten by another insect, Kevin slapped his breechesand politely asked for a place on the pallet.

 

Patrick grudgingly moved over.

 

'The rift is closed now, very true.' The blankets wererough, and Kevin wondered which was the more evil of twoirritants, his companion's bedclothes or the bugs. Themattress was sweat-damp and lumpy, no fit place for a manto spend his nights. Kevin sighed, torn inside between hislove for Mara and his responsibility as the only Lord's sonwith a chance to find help for his countrymen. As always, hesought comfort in humour. Rather than rail over Tsuraniinjustice, he regaled Patrick with a jocular account ofMara's visit to the Keeper of the Imperial Seal.

He managed to coax a dry laugh from Patrick, when hegot to the part about the bribe. But the central issue did notpass unnoticed.

 

'You don't know what was in that dispensation,' the baldman pointed out. 'It may have nothing whatever to do withus or even slavery at all.'

 

'Probably not,' Kevin confessed, then said quickly, 'Butthat's not the issue.

 

A sceptical quiet followed. The pallet shifted as Patricksat back against the wall. 'What is the issue, then, old son?I'm waiting.'

 

'She negotiated for some concession that had to do withMidkemia,' Kevin added, as though the conclusion were plain.When Patrick failed to catch on, he qualified. 'Obviously ourLady believes that someday the rift will be reopened.'

'And that's supposed to keep the boys living in verminand putting up with being beaten?' Patrick asked. 'Damnyou, Kevin, you're too much the optimist. All that silk andwoman flesh have gone straight to your head. You knowthese runts have a history going back thousands of years.

They make plans for the next fifty generations and considerthem important in this lifetime.'
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Kevin did not gainsay this, but gestured in honestentreaty. 'Patrick, talk to the men. Make them hope. I don'twant to see them hanged one by one by Mara's warriors,while I'm working for a way to send them home.'

Patrick grumbled something unintelligible that had thering of swear words. Dawn light filtered through the shack'ssingle window, and the tramp of feet from the barrackssignalled a changing patrol. 'I got to get up, old son,' Patricksaid morosely. 'If I'm not on time for grub, it's a long day'swork with an empty belly.'

 

On impulse, Kevin touched his companion's hand. 'Trustme, old friend. For just a little bit longer. When I lose hope,I'll tell you, and I promise you this: I'm not going to die as aslave. If I give the word, I'll lead the break for the mountainsand the outlaw^'s life.'

 

Patrick eyed him closely in the lightening gloom. 'Youmean that,' he admitted, surprise showing through. 'But it'sgoing to be hard, convincing the boys. They're angry aboutDouglas and Jake.'

 

'Then don't let them join Douglas and Jake,' Kevin saidforcefully, and he rose and stepped through the door.

Well aware that Jican would be pleased to set him to work,Kevin crossed the estate grounds between the slave quartersand the main house by a roundabout route through thegardens. Dew drenched his bare feet and dampened thebottoms of his breeches. Occasionally he passed one ofKeyoke's sentries. They did not trouble him; since thecampaign in Dustari, and especially since the night of theassassins, word of his martial prowess had circulated in thebarracks. Mara's warriors might not acknowledge himopenly, but they did in their way grant him a wordlessrespect. They no longer questioned his loyalty.

If the guards by the door to Mara's chambers hadoverheard the argument in the night, they gave no sign as
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Kevin stepped through the akasi hedge and sauntered downthe path. As if he were a ghost, they ignored him when hecracked the screen and let himself back in.

 

Light fell like pearl over a disarranged mass of cushions.Mara lay sprawled in their midst, her arms hugging a snarl oftwisted sheets, and her hair in tangles from tossing. She mightnot have been gnawed on by insects, but she appeared to havehad as unpleasant a night as he had. Even while she dreamed,her forehead was troubled by a frown. Her profile, her smallclenched fingers, and the curve of one visible breast melted thelast of Kevin's annoyance. He could not stay mad at her.Perhaps that was the worst of his faults.

 

He slipped out of his damp breeches. Aware that his skinwas cold, and angrily red from his scratching, he reclined onthe edge of the cushions and tucked a fold of blanket aroundhis chilly feet. Then, waiting for circulation to restore him towarmth, he looked at the Lady he loved.

 

Her nearness took the sting out of slavery, almost made himforget who he was, the rank he had been born to, all that hehad lost, and all of the problems of his countrymen. Too wellhe understood their peril if the thin hope he had dangled beforePatrick proved to be only a hangman's noose. Then Maraflinched and cried softly in her dream, and concern for heroverrode all else.

 

Kevin reached out with warm hands. He straightened thesheets entangled between her knees and freed one of her wristsfrom an imprisoning loop of black hair. Then he gathered herto him and tenderly kissed her awake.

 

She must have worn herself out with crying, for she rousedslowly and her eyes were puffy and red. He had caught her offguard, and she relaxed enjoyably against him. Then memoryreturned and she stiffened with the beginnings of outrage.

'I ordered you to leave!' she said angrily.

 

Kevin tipped his head sideways toward the screen. 'Until
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morning,' he answered equably. 'Morning's here. I cameback.'

 

She opened her mouth to say more. Gently but fast, he sethis finger over her lips. 'I still love you.'

 

She moved in protest against him, stronger than sheappeared; he had to be firm to keep hold of her. Aware if hekissed her she might explode, he settled for laying his lipsagainst her ear. The hair at her temples was damp, perhapsfrom tears. Softly he said, 'I heard from Patrick about theimperial decree concerning slavery.' that she had not toldhim herself stung yet, but he laid it aside. 'If I leave you, itwon't be now.'

 

'You're not angry with me ?' she asked, and at long last theuncertainty showed through.

 

'I was.' Kevin kissed her, felt her starting to warm againsthim. 'If you had spoken to me, I might not have acted likesuch an oaf.'

 

'Oaf?' The word became tremulous as Kevin's handsmade headway under the sheets.

 

'Karagabuge,' Kevin translated, choosing the term for amythical misformed race of giants that inhabited mountaincaves in Tsurani children's tales, creatures who werecomically maladroit and constantly creating their owndownfall.

 

'You're that anyway, you're so tall,' Mare teased. Reliefhad left her giddy, and the fact he had forgiven her flung herheadlong into passion.

 

'Well then, if that's the case, a karagabuge doesn't askpermission to rape and pillage.' He caught her closer, rolledher across his chest, and sighed into the spill of her hair thatstreamed across his face. Within a few minutes, both ofthem had forgotten which was the slave and which themaster; for they were both inseparably one.
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Tumult

 

Months passed.

 

The rainy season returned. The fields turned green withnew growth, and the trumpeting call of needra bullsheralded yet another breeding season. The day began likemany another, with Mara and Jican in conference overslates of chalked figures, trying to determine the mostprofitable crops to plant for the fall markets. Then atmidmorning they were interrupted by word that a bondedrunner from the Commercial Guild of Messengers racedtoward the Acoma estate house.

 

'Running?' Mara inquired. She continued to check herstrings of notations on hwaet yields in a new propertyrecently purchased in Ambolina.

 

'Yes, mistress. Running,' said the guard. The affirmation

did not surprise her; the warrior who brought her word wasbreathless still from hurrying himself to carry the news.

Mara gestured for Jican to conclude the year's assessmentwithout her. Then, stiff in the knees from sitting, she aroseand picked a path through precarious piles of slates to reachthe screen that led to the corridor.

 

She arrived at the front door in time to see the stockymessenger round the last curve from the outer pasture road.He was not walking briskly, or trotting, but running as fastas possible on an errand of obvious urgency.

 

'I wonder what it can be?' she asked herself aloud.

Recently arrived at her shoulder, Saric typically answeredwith a question. 'Trouble, mistress, or why else should aman be hurrying in mud?'

 

The Lady of the Acoma cast a wry smile at her adviser,
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who seemed not to miss his former place in the barracks asa warrior. His dry, sarcastic wit differed from his cousinLujan's flirtatious humour. Saric's insistent tendency toknow the why of things might have slowed his advancementas a soldier; yet that quality made him a naturaltalent in his new post. Blind obedience was not a virtue inan adviser.

 

Already he had proven his worth. For over six months theEmpire had been quiet under the iron grip of Axantucar.Since Mara's visit to the Holy City to see the Keeper of theSeal, Imperial Whites had intervened three times in whatshould otherwise have been a dispute between neighbouringnobles. Axantucar's justification was that the Empireneeded stability, but Saric had sourly noted that somehowthe new Warlord always managed to tip the scales in favourof those who had supported his rise to power. Repayment ofpolitical debts was common currency in the Game of theCouncil, but involving Imperial Whites in what amountedto border quibbles was excessive and showed an enthusiasmfor bloodshed that rivalled the Minwanabi's.

 

The Acoma benefited by default, since Tasaio had beenforced to assume a posture of quiet patience. As theWarlord's most powerful rival, the Minwanabi Lord neededno adviser to predict how Axantucar might react should hisfamily find itself overextended. The man who wore thewhite and gold ruled as ruthlessly as his predecessor, buteven more unpredictably. Even on his near-impregnableestate, Tasaio dared take nothing for granted.

The guild runner reached the steps, rousing Mara fromreverie. Glistening with sweat, and clad only in a loinclothand an armband bearing his guild's insignia, he bowed.'Lady of the Acoma?'

 

Mara said,'l am she. Who sends a message?'

 

'No one, Lady.' The runner straightened from hisobeisance and flipped back sweat-damp hair. 'For the good
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of the Empire, my guild sends word to all Ruling Lords andLadies.'

 

For the good of the Empire . . . With that phrase therunner indicated his guild had thought this matter of graveenough importance that they acted without recompense.Concerned now, Mara asked, 'What has occurred?'

The messenger seemed not to mind that her request camewithout any offer of refreshment. 'Lady, the Empire standsimperilled. The gods have turned their anger upon us. Therenegade magician, the former Great One, Milamber, hasreturned.'

 

Mara sensed a stir of movement behind her and knew thatKevin had joined her. In a note of rising excitement, theMidkemian said, 'Then the rift is opened once more!'

'As your slave observes, my Lady,' the runner answered,looking only at Mara. 'More. The Warlord sought tocapture this magician, using allies in the Assembly. There isno clear account of what occurred, save that a battle wasfought in the palace between the Imperial Whites and anarmy led by Kamatsu of the Shinzawai.'

 

The air seemed suddenly to lose brightness. Maraclutched her robe around her shoulders, unaware that herknuckles had gone white. With a calm she did not feel, forthere could be no doubt that Hokanu would hay; marchedbeside his father, she prompted,'A battle in the palace?'

'Yes, mistress.' Unaware of her personal discomfort, themessenger seemed to relish his dark news. To this end: theWarlord was pronounced traitor and has been put todishonourable death.'

 

Mara's eyes widened. Dishonourable death could onlymean hanging. Only two powers in the Empire could ordersuch an execution, and Axantucar had allies among themagicians.'The Emperor. . . ?'

 

Barely able to restrain his excitement, the messengerconfirmed. 'Yes, Lady, the Light of Heaven condemned the
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Warlord and now himself suspends the right of any Lord tosit upon the white and gold throne.'

 

In the shocked interval that followed, Mara did little buttry to order her reeling thoughts. The Emperor condemningthe Warlord! The event stunned, breaking as it did allformer tradition and precedence. Even in times of gravestthreat, no Light of Heaven had dared to act as did Ichindar.

The messenger summed up. 'Mistress, the High Council isdissolved and will not assemble without the Emperor'scommand!'

 

Mara struggled to show no surprise. 'Is there more?'

The messenger crossed his arms and bowed. 'Nothing incommon knowledge. But no doubt official word shouldfollow.'

 

'Then visit the kitchen and eat,' Mare invited. 'I have beenremiss in my courtesy, and would invite you to replenishyour strength before you make your next call.'

'My Lady is generous, but I must depart. By your leave?'

Mara waved the young man on his way. As he hurrieddown the road at a run, she bent a keen look at Saric. 'GetArakasi back here as soon as possible.'

 

Her urgency needed no explanation. For if the runner'snews was accurate, this was far and away the mostmomentous event ever to occur in her lifetime. Now therules of the Great Game were forever altered, and until suchday as the Light of Heaven changed his mind, he was theabsolute power in the Empire. Unless, Mara thought, with atwist of irony like Kevin's own, someone decided otherwiseby killing him.

 

It took nearly two weeks to recall Arakasi, given thecircuitous methods he insisted upon. Throughout the delay,Mara fretted, while rumours ran rampant through theEmpire. Contrary to expectation, there came no officialtidings of the upheavals surrounding Axantucar's execution. Yet the days dawned damp and humid, and the

afternoons brought fine drizzle and showers, as they dideach year at this season. Plots and speculation abounded,but the Emperor indisputably remained alive and in powerin Kentosani. Word held that eight of his slaves had died ofvarious exotic poisons left in dishes of food, and that threecooks and two imperial chambermaids had been hanged forconnected acts of treason. Commerce went on, but uneasily,as if in the calm before a storm.

 

The oppressive weather made even fidgeting uncomfortable.Mara spent restless hours at her writing desk, penningnotes to her various allies. Only missives sent to Jiro of theAnasati remained unanswered, which came as no surprise.Mara sighed and reached for another parchment, thenchecked the next name on her chalk slate. She dipped hernib, and the soft scratch of her pen wore away yet anotherafternoon.

 

Kevin tended to wilt in the heavy, moist air of the wetseason. Less volatile than Mara when it came to intangiblematters, he lay dozing upon a mat in the corner of her study,lulled by the soft tap of rain from the eaves, or by the scrapeof Mara's pen. Into the grey-green gloom that lingered fromyet another shower came a shadow.

 

Mara started upright, her breath stopped in her throat.Her movement roused Kevin, who scrambled up on afighter's reflex, his big hands grasping for a sword that wasnot there.

 

Then the Midkemian relaxed with a self-deprecatingchuckle. 'Gods, man, you gave me a fright.'

 

Arakasi stepped in from the rain, a heavy black robeslapping around his calves. His sandals were sodden, andslicked with bits of grass, which meant he had come in byway of the needra pastures.

 

Mara subsided in relief. 'You took long enough to gethere.'
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The Spy Master bowed, a silvery fringe of droplets fallingoff his hood and running down his aquiline nose. 'Mistress, Iwas very far afield when your recall reached me.'

Mara clapped for her maid. 'Towels,' she demanded.'And a dry robe, at once.' She motioned for her Spy Masterto sit and help himself to a cup of chocha from the tray at herside.

 

Arakasi poured himself a steaming drink, then bent akeen gaze on his mistress. 'Lady, I ask that you not tellanyone I am back. I slipped past your guards and took painsnot to be seen.'

 

Which explained the pasture grass caught in his sandals,but not the reason behind it. When Arakasi did notelaborate on his own initiative, Mara was forced to makeinquiry.

 

Her Spy Master twisted the fine porcelain cup in his handsin uncharacteristic agitation. He frowned, thought, andignored the towels and dry clothing left for him by the maid.Still in his black, and still dripping, he said, 'Myinformants... Something may be amiss. The possibilityexists that we've been compromised.'

 

Mara raised her eyebrows and with unerring intuition,tracked his thought to a long-past event. 'The ambush setfor Keyoke?'

 

Arakasi nodded. 'I think the late Lord Desio let our manescape at the time, to lull me into believing our other agentsin the Minwanabi household were undetected. If so, thenthe promotion of one of my men to Tasaio's personalservice . . .'

 

'Is suspect?' Mara finished as his words trailed off. Shewaved her hand in dismissal. 'Deal with that problem as youwish. If you think a Minwanabi spy may have insinuatedhimself upon my lands, dig him out. At this moment, I wishto know what actually happened in Kentosani.'

 

Arakasi sipped at his chocha. For an interval he seemed
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reluctant to leave the subject of a possible breach in hisnetwork, but as Kevin had settled back in his corner, and asMara seemed rarely out of patience, the Spy Master turnedto the requested subject. 'Much occurred, but little waspublic.' Arakasi put down his cup so softly the china madeno sound. 'I lost an agent in the fighting.'

 

Mara did not know the man who had died, and neverwould, but he was an Acoma servant. She bowed her head inrespect, as she might at the word that one of her warriorshad lost his life in her service.

 

Arakasi shrugged with none of his usual lightness. 'Theman was simply at the wrong place when the fightingstarted. He was killed by a stray arrow, but the loss wasregrettable. Candidates for posts in the Imperial Palace arecarefully screened, and he will be very difficult to replace.'

The Spy Master was taking the loss personally, Mararealized, and despite her wish that he would address thematter directly, his lapse was unusual enough that shewaited for him to resume of his own accord.

 

Arakasi tucked folded hands under the cuffs of his robeand seemed to come back to himself. Briskly he said, 'In anyevent, the magician Milamber, though banished from theranks of the Great Ones, has returned by way of a rift.'

'Where is this rift?' Kevin interjected, suddenly not half sosleepy as he appeared.

 

Mara frowned at him, but it was Arakasi's look ofwithering scorn that caused the Midkemian to fall silent. 'Ido not know yet,' the Spy Master conceded pointedly to hismistress. 'Milamber was taken captive in the city ofOntoset, by two magicians who served Axantucar. He, twocompanions from his homeworld, and another Great Onewere taken under guard to the Imperial Palace.'

Mara interrupted. 'The Warlord took a Great Oneprisoner?'
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'It could be argued that the two Great Ones restrained oneof their fellows,' Arakasi corrected dryly. 'About theWarlord little is known, though speculation abounds. At aguess, Axantucar was not content to wear the white andgold. He may have been harbouring greater ambitions.'

'Murder the Emperor?' Mara cut in. 'There were rumoursthat someone tried poison.'

 

'Half of such hearsay is true.' Arakasi tapped his fingers,and water puddled from his sleeves onto the polished woodfloor: 'Ichindar gave that reason for the execution. Andsince one of Axantucar's pet Great Ones turned in hisloyalties and brought testimony, who can doubt the truth ofthe issue?'

 

Mara's eyes opened at that. 'A Great One denouncedhim?'

 

'More.' Warming to his subject at last, Arakasi qualified.Two Great Ones, brothers, lent their aid to this Warlord, asthey had to his uncle.' Mara nodded. She remembered thepair well, as they had been instrumental in proving herinnocence in the tangle of conflicting accusations that hadculminated in the ruin of Jingu of the Minwanabi.

Arakasi continued. 'Brother turned against brother, withone Great One now dead, and the other publicly denouncingall who conspired against Ichindar. At the moment noOne moves in the Great Game, for fear of retribution. But forOur own part, I judge this a time for caution. If Tasaiobelieves himself to be the most powerful among the Lords ofthe Empire, he may choose to strike.'

 

Mara held up her hand for silence while she thought.After a moment filled with the sound of rain dripping fromthe eaves, she said, 'No. Not now. Tasaio is too clever toattempt to steal a march when so many swords areunsheathed. Who commands the garrison at the ImperialPalace?'

 

'Kamatsu of the Shinzawai,' Arakasi replied. 'He acts as
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the Emperor's Force Commander, though he wears thearmour of a Kanazawai Warchief, not the Imperial White.'

Mara's brow furrowed as she weighed political ramifications. 'So, for the moment we may surmise that the Alliancefor War is done, with the War Party shattered as well, sinceonly the Minwanabi dominate that faction.' She tapped herchin with a finger, then said, 'We can assume Jiro of theAnasati will distance himself from both the Omechan andTasaio, and that the Anasati and other families of Clanlonani will turn firmly back into the fold of the ImperialParty. No, the Blue Wheel may not be the most powerfulfaction, but they sit at the Emperor's right hand, and at thisjuncture that counts for a great deal.'

 

Arakasi added, 'As for the council, two attempts byMinwanabi to call a formal session have been openlyrebuked by Ichindar. The Light of Heaven reiterates hiscommand that the High Council is dissolved until he decidesto recall it.'

 

Mara was silent a long time. 'I know there is more to thisthan treason,' she concluded at length. 'Something else is atplay. We have had attempts upon Warlord and Emperorbefore, but neither ever resulted in suspension of the HighCouncil.'

 

'Maybe this Emperor has more brains or more ambitionthan his predecessors,' Kevin offered from his corner. 'I'dstake my guess that he desires absolute rule.'

Mara shook her head. 'To take over by these methodswould court revolution. If Ichindar truly desired power, toturn the council to his bidding, he would make them hisdogs. The imperial court can do many things, but it cannotgovern the Empire. Our system is not like yours, Kevin, withboth ruling lords and their servants all subject to a kin".' Shemade a frustrated gesture that showed such concepts werealien to her still.

 

'The Great Freedom,' Kevin recited. 'The law that clearly
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shows the relationship of each man to his master and his

servant, so that no one can suffer unjust treatment.'

'A polite fiction, I am certain,' Mare interjected. 'In anyevent, that's not what I was speaking of; we do not have thesystem that allows for replacing a corrupt Lord with a nobleone. If a Lord falls, his estate falls with him, and if enough of

our number fall, the Empire itself must fail.'

Kevin shoved back sleep-tousled hair. 'You're saying theEmpire doesn't have the infrastructure to withstand sowidespread a change. Tsurani nobles are too spoiled and

self-indulgent to administer their own lands unless they'realso allowed to be absolute dictators. They won't do it just

because the Emperor tells them.'

 

Mara found Kevin's comments rankling. 'No. What I'msaying is that if the Light of Heaven thinks to turn a body of

rulers into no more than clerks by whim, he'll learn thatordering a thing is not the same as doing it, or seeing that

others get it done.'

 

Kevin set his back against the wall and nonchalantlyinspected his fingernails, which had dirt beneath the rims. 'I

cant argue that with you.'

 

Uncertain why he should choose this moment to bedifficult, Mara directed her attention to Arakasi. 'I think we

need to go to Kentosani '

 

Suddenly still, a shape cut from shadow in his dark cloak,the Spy Master said, 'Mistress, that may be dangerous.'

'When hasn't it been?' Kevin questioned with a bite of

sarcasm.

 

Mara waved a hand to silence him without even lookingin his direction 'I must chance that the Emperor would haveno argument with a meeting of Clan Hadama in the councilchambers. And if some members of the Jade Eye Party arealso in the city at the same time, and we choose to dine....'

But the social byplays of politics held no interest for i]Arakasi this day. 'These are matters to discuss with your ~
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hadonra and First Adviser, mistress,' he interjected with theslightest trace of sharpness. 'I must return to my agents andensure that you are safe.'

 

Caught up in her own thoughts, Mara missed hisabnormal abruptness. 'Do so,' she said in vague reference towords she had interpreted only by surface meaning. 'But Iwill expect you at my quarters in the Holy City in onemonth's time.'

 

'Your will, mistress.' Arakasi bowed with no trace ofhesitation. As unobtrusively as he had entered, he slippedthrough the screen and vanished into the silvery afternoondrizzle. Still deep in thought, Mara allowed him timeenough to leave unseen. Then she clapped for her runnerand sent for her advisers.

 

The rain held almost everyone indoors, and within a fewmoments Nacoya, Keyoke, and Saric entered. Lujan arrivedlast, smelling of the oils used to preserve laminated armour.He had been in the barracks instructing young recruits, andhis sandals added to the puddles left by Arakasi's blackcloak.

 

Without preamble, Mara said, 'Nacoya, send messages toall the Ruling Lords of the Jade Eye Party, informing themthat one month from this day we shall be in residence at ourtown house in the Holy City. The Acoma would be pleasedto host each at a lunch or dinner . . . according to rank, ofcourse.' Almost without hesitation she added, 'Send word toall members of Clan Hadama that a meeting will be held inthe High Council hall in six weeks' time.'

 

Nacoya paused in the act of straightening a droopinghairpin. 'Mistress, many of the Hadama Clan were alliedwith Axantucar. They will have little inclination to return sosoon to Kentosani, despite your request.'

 

Mara turned a hard glance toward her First Adviser.'Then make it clear: this is not a request. It is a demand.'

On the point of argument, Nacoya gauged the look in her
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mistress's eyes. She reconsidered, nodded once, and withpoor grace said, 'Your will, mistress.'

 

From his corner upon the sleeping mat in Mara's study,Kevin regarded the evening's exchanges with a growingsense of disquiet. Something in Mara had changed, heintuited, though he could not put his finger on preciselywhat. Certain only that a distance had grown up betweenthem, despite his best efforts at patience, he regarded thecold, remote look on the face of his Lady and decided.Whatever the resolve behind her thoughts, this time he wasunsure that he wanted any part of knowing it. The game wasno game, not in any sense he could understand. And by nowfamiliar enough with the politics of Tsuranuanni, he couldsense when events led to danger. Changes, he had learned,did not occur in this land except through bloodshed, and thefall of yet another Warlord promised the direst of trouble.

The rain beat on the rooftree, and darkness fell, andthough the air remained every bit as humid and close asbefore, Kevin found he had lost all inclination to sleep.

The storm passed, and while clouds on the horizon proclaimedthe approach of showers later, the day blazed

brilliantly. Mara stood in the hot sun, her bearing erect andher expression unreadable. Lined up before her on theexpanse of the practice field stood her entire garrison, everyfighting man wearing Acoma colours. The only absentwarriors were those assigned to far holdings in distant citiesand the current patrol on duty along the perimeter of theestate itself.

 

At her right stood Nacoya, looking tiny under the weightof a formal robe. Her diminutive height was emphasized bythe wand tipped with a fan of shatra tail feathers, officialtoken of her office as First Adviser. Behind her and to the leftstood Keyoke, Saric, and Lujan, also wearing formal garb.The lacquered dress armour, the jewels, and the shell inlay
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on the officers' staves glittered blindingly in the morninglight.

 

Squinting against the sunlight scintillating on polishedarmour, Kevin regarded the scene from inside the house, hisvantage point a window seat in the large hall where Maraheld court. Ayaki stood with his elbows propped on thecushion by the Midkemian's knees. Behind the youngmaster, with a pot of wax and a polishing cloth danglingforgotten from his hands, stood the elderly house slave,Mintai, who was assigned this chamber's upkeep. The oldman enjoyed the free moment that such ceremony brought,this being one of the rare times he could lapse into idlenesswithout fear of reprimand.

 

Mara had started off giving awards and promotions, thenhad gone on to accept the oath of loyalty of an even dozenyoung warriors called to Acoma service. Once the newrecruits completed their final bows and stepped back to takeplaces in the ranks, she addressed her army as a whole.

'Now have the Acoma grown in strength to match theirhonour. Kenji, Sujaora!' As the officers who were namedstepped forward, Mara accepted two tall, green-dyedplumes from Keyoke. 'These men are elevated to the rank ofForce Leader!' she announced to her companies, and as thetwo men bowed before her, she affixed the badges of theirnew rank to their helms.

 

Kevin dug Ayaki in the ribs. 'What's a Force Leader? Ithought I knew all your ranks.'

 

'Tasaio of the Minwanabi has four of them,' the boy saidunhelpfully.

 

The Midkemian's blue eyes fixed in turn upon the houseslave, and, flattered to be consulted as an authority, Mintaiflourished his polishing rag toward the expanse of Mara'sarmy.'It is an assignment made sometimes when a force istoo large for one commander. These will now be subofficersto Force Commander Lujan, and each will command a
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company.' A puzzled look crossed his face. 'This must meanshe's dividing the army.'

 

Kevin waited for Mintai to qualify, then belatedlyrealized when no explanation followed that the old manmust be a bit simple. 'What's that mean?' he prompted.

He received a Tsurani shrug. 'Perhaps the mistress wishesto call more soldiers to her service.'

 

'So we can beat Tasaio,' Ayaki broke in. He made a noisein his throat that was his idea of the sound a man mightmake while dying, then grinned brightly.

 

Kevin poked the boy in the ribs again, and the soundeffects dissolved into laughter. 'How many men exactly arein a company?' he demanded of Mintai.

 

The old slave repeated his shrug. 'Many. It is all to aLord's liking. There is no fixed rule of quantity.'

But Kevin's curiosity was only whetted by vagueness.'Then how many men answer to the Patrol Leader?'

'A patrol, obviously, barbarian.' Mintai showed signs ofwanting to return to his polishing. The outworlder might behis Lady's lover, but he was due no respect for asking sillyquestions.

 

Predictably, the barbarian missed the cues that his interesthad become a bother. 'Let me ask in a different way. Howmany men usually in a patrol?'

 

Mintai pursed his lips and refused answer, but now Ayakiwas eager to show off. 'Usually a dozen, sometimes twenty,never less than eight.'

 

That a nine-year-old could keep such a nonsensicalsystem straight was just another anomaly on this crazyworld. Kevin scratched his head and tried to make order outof chaos. 'About ten, say. Now, how many Patrol Leadersdoes a Strike Leader command?'

 

'Sometimes five, other times as many as ten to eachcompany,' Ayaki declared.

 

'You don't need to shout like you're on a battle field,'
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Kevin reprimanded, and tried, despite several retaliatorypokes in his own ribs, to figure in his head. 'So each StrikeLeader can command as few as forty men and as many astwo hundred.' He blinked as he looked back into the hotsun, where the newly promoted officers arose and resumedtheir places. 'Then how many Strike Leaders do you needbefore you split your forces like this?'

 

Ayaki was laughing too hard to answer; Mintai tired ofthe window and scooped a dollop of wax onto his polishingcloth. As if the floorboards might vanish from under his feetfor lack of attention, he knelt and began vigorously to rub. 'Idon't know. How many men does our Lady command now?I think from the extra help in the kitchen this last two years itmust be close to two thousand - we have twenty or twenty-twoStrike Leaders, or so I heard Kenji boasting. Now let medo my work, before my back gets whipped.'

 

The threat was pretence; Mintai was a household fixture,and too well liked by the overseer to receive much more thana scolding. Kevin fended off Ayaki's boisterous play andcalculated. Most of the garrison rotated, spending part ofthe month in barracks near the house, so they could be withwives and children. The rest were housed in small huts nearvarious points along the perimeter of the estate, or were outprotecting caravans or river barges bearing Acoma goods todistant markets. It would be hard to judge, precisely, but theslave's estimate could be accurate. Mara might wellcommand as many as two thousand warriors. Kevinwhistled low in appreciation. From gossip he knew howsmall a garrison she had inherited when she first assumedher ruler's mantle, something like thirty-five men. Now herforces were growing to rival those of the very strongest offamilies in the Empire.

 

A pity, he thought, that the location of her estate was sopoorly suited for defence.

 

But the disquieting thought followed naturally, that
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perhaps the Lady did not amass her military might forprotection only.

 

A cloud crossed the sun, harbinger of the first afternoonshower. The ceremony on the practice field was ending, squareafter square of green-armoured warriors facing about andmarching at Lujan's command. Mara and her advisers madetheir way toward the estate house. Suddenly anxious to meether, Kevin suggested that Ayaki go to the kitchen and botherthe cooks, who were making fresh thyza bread, by the smellriding the breeze. The perpetually hungry boy needed littlepersuasion, and by taking shortcuts through the courtyards, Kevinmanaged to be waiting for the Lady as she entered herprivate quarters. He preempted one of the maids and helpedher out of her heavy robe. She allowed him, still and silent, andless responsive than usual to his touch.

 

Keeping his tone light, Kevin said, 'Do we marshal forwar, my Lady?'

 

Mara smiled without humour. 'Perhaps. If my clansmenshow sense, we do not, but if they prove recalcitrant, I needthis show of force. It will not take long for word to travel theriver that the Acoma garrison has grown to the point ofneeding two Force Leaders.' She shed a heavy collection ofjade bangles and dropped them into an open coffer. Her setof matching hairpins followed with a chiming cascade ofsound as each was tossed in with the rest. 'No one needknow our companies are fewer than before.'

 

The empty robe was surrendered to the maids to freshenand hang; Kevin regarded his Lady's naked back- and sighed
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as she covered herself with a light, indoor lounging robe.'The game continues?'

 

'Always.' Mara knotted her sash, ending any hopes of aninterlude on her sleeping mat. Unaware that her loverentertained the idea of intimacy, she added, 'The Emperormay have suspended the council, but the game always goeson.'

 

Except that it was no game at all, Kevin concludedinwardly. Not when armies entered the picture. Despite hisrecent decision not to become entangled in politics, he couldnot help but wonder what course his Lady considered thistime.

 

Shadows painted the Imperial Palace in shades of rose,orange, and deep charcoal blue as the first sun of morningbreasted the horizon. The city along the riverfront and in thepoorer sections was already awake and busy, but the halls ofthe powerful rang only with the footfalls of servants and onepatrol of warriors armoured in Acoma green.

 

On this, the day Mara had appointed for the meeting ofClan Hadama, she wished to be first into the Council Hall.The proceedings she had in mind must not go amiss, or herdemands upon the clan would do nothing but gain her moreenemies.

 

Lujan and a hand-picked escort of twenty men escortedMara to the inner circle of the council, but at the pointwhere they would normally be asked to stand and wait, theLady of the Acoma continued to walk. After a briefhesitation, Lujan signalled to his warriors to maintainranks. They followed their mistress down to the lower levelof the chamber, and if they were startled that the Ladypassed by her usual chair, they showed no sign.

In his pose as her body slave, Kevin raised one eyebrow,then chuckled to himself as he guessed his Lady's intention.Mara crossed the open floor on the lowest level, thenmounted the raised dais reserved for the Warlord duringcouncil sessions, or for the Clan Warchief duringgatherings.

 

By now the upper dome was golden with new sunlight.Mara sat upon the elaborate ivory-inlaid throne andcomposed herself. Kevin stood close behind, ready toanswer her needs, and as if her action had required neither

657

 

courage nor audacity, her warriors arrayed themselves in asemicircle behind her position.

 

Kevin regarded the ranks of vacant seats from his place onthe central dais. As the hall was empty but for Acomasoldiers, he spoke freely. 'Some folks are going to have theirbowels in an uproar before this day is done, Lady.'

But Mara had already assumed the air of superiority thataccompanied the throne where she sat; she said nothing. Shewaited in her formal pose for close to three hours, until thearrival of the least-ranked members of Clan Hadama.

The Lord of the Jinguai was first to step into the CouncilHall, his guard in yellow and red armour trimmed black athis back. By then the sun had risen high enough that slantingshafts lapped over the central dais. Anyone who enteredcould not miss the Lady on the throne, in her sparklingjewels and flowing ceremonial robes. The old man gave onesurprised glance and precipitately halted. He hesitated, thensmiled in genuine amusement and proceeded to his placenear the back of the hall.

 

Kevin whispered, 'Well, there's one who's ready to watchthe show.'

 

Mara moved her decorative fan in a manner that meant heshould keep his thoughts to himself. Her face remainedimpassive as alabaster beneath layers of thyza-powdermakeup; all her nerves and excitement were invisibly pentinside.

 

Within the hour, another five Lords arrived. Most simplymoved to their allotted place after one look in Mara'sdirection. Two others conferred briefly, exchanged subduedgestures, then went on to their chairs. Noon brought in adelegation of a half-dozen Lords, with them one whonumbered among the most powerful of families in ClanHadama. Upon crossing the upper threshold, this Lordsignalled to the rest, and as one body, the group came to thecentre of the hall. By now the sun shone down upon the gold

and ivory throne, lighting Mara like the statue of a goddessin a temple niche. Before the Warchief's chair, the Lordspaused. Rather than take seats, they clustered together,muttering among themselves.

 

At length one who wore deep blue moved to address themotionless woman on the throne. 'My Lady of theAcoma-'

 

Mara interrupted him. 'You have something to say to me,my Lord of the Poltapara?'

 

The man seemed about to bridle; like a bird in fullplumage in his finery, he puffed out his chest, then measuredthe Lady on the dais. Her gaze did not waver, and thesoldiers at her back stayed statue-still. Yet in the culture ofTsuranuanni, such brazen lack of reaction became anemphatic statement. The Lord cleared his throat. 'Are youwell, Lady?'

 

Mara smiled at his polite capitulation. 'I am, indeed, myLord. Are you well?'

 

The man in blue acquiesced, then nonchalantly returnedto conversation with his fellows. Kevin spoke sotto voce,'One down.'

 

'No,' Mara corrected, hiding relief behind a flutter of herfan. 'Six down. The Lord who greeted me ranks above theothers, two of whom are his vassals. The other three aresworn allies, and since they are still speaking to one another,all will defer to his choice.'

 

The victory was telling, for as more Lords entered, theysaw that one of the more powerful families had acceptedMara's position ahead of them. Plainly unwilling tochallenge her popularity, they gave her greeting andassumed their places with varying degrees of enthusiasm.

Then the formerly acknowledged Warchief, Lord Benshaiof the Chekowara, swept into the hall, his colourful robesbillowing like sails around his voluminous body. Deep in

conversation with one of his advisers, and entrenched in his
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own self-importance, he was halfway down the stair to thelower floor before he noticed the figure who occupied hisaccustomed throne.

 

He stopped dead for the briefest moment, his eyeswidening in his dark face. Then he gestured to his garrulousadviser to be silent and moved his bulk the remaining tensteps at surprising speed to confront the Lady of the Acoma.

Kevin restrained his comment, for Mara's tactic was nowplain. Despite the fact that early arrivals were for lesser-rankedrulers, anyone on the floor below who stood lookingup at the person in the seat of primacy was set at adisadvantage.

 

'Lady Mara -' began the Lord of the Chekowara.

Mara cut him off. 'I am well, my Lord. Are you well?'

Several lessor nobles in the clan smothered smiles. Mara'sanswer to a question not asked lent the impression theWarchief of the clan had conceded her position as superiorto his own.

 

The Lord Benshai spluttered and strove to recover.'That's not what-'

 

Mara interrupted again. 'That's not what, my Lord?Forgive me, I assumed you were being mannerly.'

But a man accustomed to power could not long be put offby adept verbiage. In a tone of ringing authority, LordBenshai called, 'Lady, you sit upon my dais.'

 

The Lady of the Acoma returned her most penetratinggaze. In a voice of equal command, that none in the chambercould miss hearing, she pronounced, 'I think not, my Lord!'

Lord Benshai of the Chekowara drew himself up to hisfull height. Ivory ornaments rattled at his wrists and neck ashe bristled. 'How dare you!'

 

'Silence!' Mara demanded, and the rest in the roomobeyed.

 

Their compliance was not lost on Lord Benshai. Hetwisted his short neck and glared at the Lords who had

660

 

failed in their support of him. Pride alone kept his posturefrom wilting. Not just to the Lord of the Chekowara, but toall in the gathering, Mara announced, 'The time has comefor plain speaking, kinsmen.'

 

Now profound stillness fell over the vast hall. Termsrelating to blood ties were rarely used in public, for Tsurani setgreat store upon relationships. Any claim of kinship, howevervague, was considered both important and personal.Although all in the clan shared blood ties in the far distantpast, the relationships had grown tenuous with time and werenever stressed lest implications of debt or honour be implied.

As if the Lord of the Chekowara did not stand nonplussedat the foot of the dais, Mara continued to address the Lordsin the galleries. 'By fate's ruling, you are members of a clanlong considered steeped in honour' - as many in the hallmurmured agreement, Mara's tone punched through -'butlacking power.' voices fell silent. 'My father was consideredamong those most noble Lords in the Empire.' Again severalrulers in the hall concurred. 'Yet when his daughter facedpowerful enemies alone, not one kinsman sought to lendeven token support.'

 

No one spoke as Mara surveyed the galleries.

 

'I understand as well as any of you why this is so,' she said.'Yet I also feel that political reasons are insufficient justification.After all,' she qualified in bitter inflections,'consciencedoes not trouble us. Such is the Tsurani way, we tellourselves. If a young girl is killed and an honourablefamily's natami is turned downward in the dirt, who canargue it is not the will of the gods?'

 

Mara searched each face in the room, looking for adversereaction. In the instant before the boldest rulers could raisetheir voice in protest, she cried, 'I say it is not the gods' will!'Her words rang across the galleries, and the near tounseemly emotion that coloured them held every Lord in hischair.
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'1, Mara of the Acoma. I who forced the Lord of the ;]Anasati to give quarter, and I who destroyed Jingu of theMinwanabi under his ancestral roof! I who have mouldedthe Acoma into the mightiest house in Clan Hadama! I saythat we make our own destiny and seek out our own placeupon the Wheel! Who here says not?'

 

A stir greeted this concept, and several Lords moved, as ifmade uncomfortable by what sounded like blasphemy. Oneruler toward the rear called out, 'Lady, you voice dangerousthoughts.'

 

'We live in dangerous times,' Mara shot back. 'It is timefor radical thinking.'

 

A general if reluctant agreement followed. Low-pitchedgrumbles deepened to a buzz of animated discussion, cutshort by the Lord of the Chekowara, who barely containedhis rage at being forgotten where he stood. He shoutedacross the general noise, 'What do you propose, beyondusurping my office, Lady Mara?'

 

Jewels blazing in the sunlight that fell from the dome,Mara removed a document scroll from the depths of hersleeve. Now Kevin had to fight against his desire to expressadmiration at her timing. 'Show them the carrot,' hewhispered to himself.

 

In the brightness of the light, the yellow-and-whiteribbons that denoted a writ from the Keeper of the ImperialSeal could not be mistaken. Aware she had drawn every eyein the chamber, Mara regarded the gathering withimperious composure. 'I have here, under official seal, anexclusive trading option granted to the Acoma.'

'Trading option?' 'With whom?' and 'For what?' camevarious queries from the galleries.

 

Only Lord Benshai seemed unimpressed. He stood like amountain and glowered. 'Did you hold a writ from the handof the Light of Heaven himself, I would not bow to you,Lady.'
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Lujan slapped a hand loudly on the grip of his sword,clear warning that no insult to his Lady would be tolerated.The Chekowara warriors bristled likewise, and aware ofhow real was the threat of bloodshed, Kevin sweatedbeneath his robes and longed for a knife to his hand.

Yet as though the tautness of her warriors were nothingmore than posturing, Mara read the document aloud to thegathering. The chamber grew still as a tomb. 'I hold the keyto wealth, my Lords,' she concluded. 'I have exclusive rightsto these goods, both import to and export from the world ofMidkemia.'

 

A hush descended. Into a profound stillness Mara said,

You realize how the wholesale importation of any of theselisted items, in particular those of metal, would affect yourwealth ?'

 

The silence in the Council Hall took on a strained quality. Afew Lords conferred in whispers with advisers, while the onesin the highest-ranking seats slowly turned pale. The Lord ofthe Chekowara sent swift signal to his warriors to relax theirbattle-ready posture; better than any, he realized that Marahad him beaten. Had she tried force, or called upon politicalallies, her position might yet be in question. But as she hadstrength enough to equal if not best him, and, now, the certainpower to undermine the finances of every family in the clan,not a Lord present would dare to support their formerWarchief. A look of baffled fury on his dark face, Lord Benshaisought furiously for means to back down without disgrace.

Around him, his fellow rulers of the Hadama Clanseemed too self-absorbed by their own predicament to relishhis defeat. One in the front balcony called out, 'Lady, areyou offering participation?'

 

Mara answered guardedly. 'Perhaps. I may be willing toestablish trading consortiums and allow others to

participate - those of you who prove yourselves my kinsmenin deed as well as word.'

 

Many looked askance at this suggestion, and by the flurryof movement as the advisers present leaned over to whisperto their lords, the idea was not taken with enthusiasm. TheLord of the Chekowara saw his opening. In a voice wellpractised at persuasion, he said, 'Mare, your proposition iswell and good, but we have seen nothing to suggest tradingwith the barbarians is feasible, even should you holdexclusive rights from the Emperor. Besides,' he added with awave a father might use to reprimand a wayward girl, 'thesethings change, don't they?'

 

Mara heard Kevin murmur, 'Now show them the stick.'

She had to struggle not to laugh. The Lord of theChekowara exhibited a confidence that in another momentwas going to make him seem regrettably pompous.Choosing her tone carefully, Mara said, 'My Lord, understandthis: when I leave this hall, I shall know those whonumber among my friends, and those who stand apart.' Shedirected a meaningful glance around the hall and temperedher lines with restrained patience. 'I have proven myself adozen times over since becoming Ruling Lady.'

 

A thoughtful pause made the most of general murmurs ofagreement from the galleries. Mara resumed. 'Those whodoubt me may stand aside and face whatever comes to them,firm in the knowledge they can rely upon their own wit andresources. Those who accept my call for clan unity and casttheir lot with mine shall have the Acoma beside them to facewhatever dangers may arise. For, my Lords, if anyonebelieves the Great Game can be ended because the Light ofHeaven so commands, let that man remove himself frompower and seek out a temple to pray for mercy. For that man Iis a fool, and only by the gods' indulgence will he and his

family survive the days to come.

 

'I offer a better choice,' she cried in the loudest voice shehad employed so far. 'You may continue as you have done, asmall clan, empty of promise, or you may rekindle the fire
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that our ancestors once used to light their way. Tasaio of theMinwanabi will fall or I will fall. If Ifall' - she lookeddirectly at Lord Chekowara -'do you think Tasaio will notplunge our Empire into civil war? What family is strongenough to stop him, with the Omechan in disgrace?' She satback and quietened her tone, so that all in the galleries hadto lean forward to attend her. 'But if I succeed, then one ofthe Five Great Families will vanish. Another family must riseto fill that seat. Most would assume the Anasati would claimthe honour, or perhaps the Shinzawai. This is yet to bewritten. I say the prize might also fall to the Acoma. The clanof the ascendant family will rise in standing, and those whoare kinsmen of that Ruling Lord will number among themighty'- she waved the document-'and the wealthy.'

The old Lord of the Jinguai had not moved from his seatthroughout the entire proceedings, but now he stood. Hisback might be stooped with age, but his tones were firm ashe called, 'Mare! I name Mara of the Acoma my Warchief!'

Another Lord joined his call, followed by a chorus ofothers from the upper galleries. Suddenly many wereshouting, and in consternation, Lord Benshai of theChekowara realized that the majority of the clan were upontheir feet hailing Mara. At last, as the commotion began tosubside, the Lady of the Acoma regarded the formerWarchief. 'Benshai, surrender the staff.'

 

The Lord of the Chekowara looked sour. He hesitated analmost imprudent interval, then held out the short woodenstaff with ceremonial carvings that marked the rank ofWarchief. As Mara accepted the token of office, he gave ashallow, stiff bow and backed to the first seat next to thedais, the position reserved for the second most powerfulLord in the clan. Others reorganized themselves accordinglydown to the chair that had formerly been Mara's, whilethose of lesser rank remained undisturbed.

 

With clan order readjusted, Mara waved a hand to
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indicate the gathering. 'All of you shall be counted loyal andfaithful friends. From this moment forward, let it be known ~that the Hadama is again a clan in both name and deed. For, jkinsmen, trying times are coming, days to make the Night ofthe Bloody Swords seem a mild disturbance unless weundertake plans to prevent such a pass.

 

'I call upon Clan Honour!' With those formal words ashock ran through the room. Lords exclaimed aloud insurprise and consternation, for by her choice of phrasing,Mara proclaimed beyond recall that whatever came nextimpacted upon not only the honour of the Acoma, but that ofthe entire clan. No Lord would dare such a move in acapricious or trivial way, for the invocation bound everyfamily within the clan to stand with the Acoma. Should anyWarchief embroil clans in conflict, the stability of the Empirecould be overturned. The point did not have to be reiterated,that to threaten social continuity would invite intervention bythe Great Ones. More than the wrath of the Emperor, or eventhe vengeance of the gods, the Tsurani feared the Assembly ofMagicians, those whose words were as law.

 

Yet Mara allayed the worst fear, that she might use a Callto Clan Honour for her own ends. 'The first duty of ClanHadama is to serve the Empire!'

 

In a flurry of relief, all in the room cried out, 'Yes! Toserve the Empire!' '

 

'I tell you this: all that I undertake from this day forwardis not for the glory of the Acoma, but to serve the Empire.You, my brave and loyal kinsmen, have cast your lot withmine. Know by my word that no matter what may come, Iact for the good of all.'

 

Like a change in tide, the undercurrent of conversationfaltered. Mara placed Clan Hadama under a dreadfulburden, for with those ritual words, 'good of the Empire',she committed her clan to a course that could end only invictory or in utter destruction.
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Yet before the mutters could swell into cohesive protest,Mara swept on. 'From this day, all party affiliations outsidethe clan are ended, save those with the Blue Wheel and JadeEye.' Several Lords nodded in approval, while others, whosepolitical interests lay elsewhere, scowled their displeasure.Yet no one spoke out. 'All ties with factions outside the clanmust be made known to me,' Mara demanded. 'I shall notforce any of you to act dishonourably or forget vows, but inthe days to come, some of us will find that former friendsbecome the most bitter of foes.' She took a deep breath, as ifwaiting for a challenge.

 

'Look around this room, my Lords. These are yourfamily, upon whom you may depend. The ancient ties ofblood have today been renewed. Any man, no matter howhighly placed, who raises a hand against even the least of mykinsmen raises his hand against me. Our clan heritage hasfallen to disunity for generations. No more. For whosoeverstrikes at my kinsman strikes at me. My army has beendivided, my Lords, and fully one half of my warriors under anewly promoted Force Leader stand ready to answer shouldyou call.' She let that sink in, then added, 'And when thecoming dark days have passed, it is my intention to meetagain in this room, and to see no absent faces among us. Foras a mother shatra bird brings food to her young andspreads her wings to shelter them, so shall I be to you, onewho feeds her family and protects them.'

 

Most of the Lords in the hall stood at this, and the onesleast in rank and strength cheered in appreciation of Mara'svow. Even the most powerful who had been displaced wereforced to look upon their new Warchief with respect. And ifthe Lord of the Chekowara's dark face held other thanadmiration for the woman who had replaced his primacy inthe clan, he hid his sour feelings as he stood and applaudedher brave words.

 

Only Kevin observed with a man's perception, and he did
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not miss the flash of bitterness in Lord Benshai's eyes.Although the Midkemian himself felt warmed that his Ladyhad dared to turn his influence upon her thinking into publicpolicy, he wondered with concern whether she had yet againwon many new allies at the price of creating another mortalfoe.

 

The Keeper of the Imperial Seal paused with a keljir candyhalfway raised to his mouth. Caught at a loss, he visiblysagged when he saw who called upon him. He shoved hisbulk from his cushions with a suppressed grunt of effort andadjusted his robes around his girth. 'My Lady of the Acoma.What a . . . surprise.'

 

Glancing at the apologetic servant who stood behindMara, the keeper understood that Mara and her notinconsiderable entourage had simply swept past the usualmaze of servants, depriving the Keeper of the news animportant visitor was approaching.

 

The candy was suddenly an embarrassment. The Keeperof the Imperial Seal dropped it hastily back into the bowl,though it was unwrapped already and beginning to melt inthe heat. He wiped his sticky palm on his sash, since the robehe was wearing had inconveniently short sleeves. Then heextended his palm to his visitor.

 

Mara took the proffered hand and let the man lead her toa seat before his writing desk. As the official stowed his bulkon his cushions, he wheezed, 'Are you well?'

 

'I am well, my Lord Keeper,' she replied with the faintesthint of deference.

 

'Word holds that you've risen to primacy in your clan.The Keeper of the Imperial Seal wasted no time retrievinghis sweet. 'Much honour to you, I think.'

 

Mara inclined her head as if accepting a compliment.

Around a softening mouthful of candy, the official said,'To what do I owe the honour of this visit?'
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'I think you know, Webara.' By the shift to first-nameusage, Mara indicated her demand that she be treated withall honour due her rise in station. She removed a roll ofparchment from her sleeve. 'I hold a warrant under ImperialSeal for trading concessions and now I require my claim tobe made public.'

 

Webara forced a friendly smile and shrugged. 'Mare, youmay do anything you wish.' His reciprocal use of her firstname showed that he claimed still to hold position in powerequal to hers. 'You may employ runners of the CommercialGuild of Messengers to carry word of your exclusive tradingrights to the far corners of the Empire, for all it matters.'

Taken aback, Mara fought not to show surprise. 'Iassumed that when the time was appropriate, the imperialmessengers would undertake the duty of posting suchnotices.'

 

'They would do so if I directed them.' Webara inspectedhis robe over his navel and removed a flake of keljir leaf thathad stuck itself to the fabric. 'However, as the rifts are notunder imperial control, I am not concerned with who usesthem.'

 

Mara bit back outrage. 'What is this? I hold exclusivetrading rights!'

 

Webara gave a long-suffering sigh. 'Mare, let me be blunt.You hold trading rights with the barbarian world. While itcan be argued that no one else is entitled to import thecommodities you have licensed, still, you hold no monopolyon the use of a rift on another's lands. Neither of the tworifts is under imperial jurisdiction.'

 

'Who controls them?' Despite her best efforts, Mara'squery came out acerbic. She blotted sweating hands,worried now, for yesterday's bold advancement had beenbased upon her use of her licence to control certainMidkemian imports.

 

Like many officials whose post held hollow forms that
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brought pomp but poor prestige, Webara sensed at oncethat he had the upper hand. He sucked on his sweet andtwined his fingers across his ample stomach. 'The first rift isupon the lands of a man named Netoha of the

Chichimechas, near the city of Ontoset.' His self-satisfiedmanner informed more plainly than words that this manmight be difficult to convince when it came to grantingaccess for trade purposes.

 

'Where is the second rift?' Mara asked through a stab of

annoyance.

 

Webara returned an unctuous smile. 'The other rift islocated to the north, somewhere within the City of theMagicians.' He smacked his lips as the last of his candydissolved. In sugary tones, he added the unnecessary: 'It iscontrolled by the Assembly, of course.'

 

The man's patronizing scorn galled as deeply as insult.Mara arose without the grace of any courtesies. Certain theKeeper of the Imperial Seal was gloating at her frustration,she swept from the chamber without a word or a singleglance back.

 

The chuckle that followed her departure into the corridorwent unheard. Plunged into furious thought, Marafrowned. Her escort of warriors fell into step behind herwithout the benefit of any signal. Their mistress was toopreoccupied with her own mistake to attend to such details.She had made an assumption, and paid. Acting on powershe did not entirely have, she had presumed that thereopened rift would be under imperial control, as the lasthad been; then her warrant would have given her undisputedaccess.

 

But the magicians were far too capricious and powerful abody to approach, and this Netoha might certainly proveintractable. Mara uttered one of Kevin's favourite cursesunder her breath. Whoever Lord Netoha was, or whomeverhe held as allies, she was going to set Arakasi to the task of
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sounding his strengths and weaknesses. She had to gainaccess to a rift. Her newly won position as Clan Warchiefdepended upon this; and if she was thwarted in her needs,her house was set on perilous ground, both militarily andfinancially.

 

If she was frustrated - Mara forced herself to keepbreathing evenly, to walk as though nothing were troublingher- Tasaio must not find out, or she begged swift ruin, notonly for herself, but for all of Clan Hadama as well.

Arakasi reported back within the hour of Mara's return toher town house. Agitated still over her dilemma concerningtrade concessions, the Lady of the Acoma immediatelysummoned the Spy Master into her presence in the gardencourtyard. There, surrounded by perfectly groomed flowerbeds and the songs of fountains that did not soothe, Mara

asked point blank for information concerning the man

Netoha, upon whose estate the secondary rift to thebarbarian world was reputed to lie.

 

As if her need had been anticipated, perhaps because ofher desire to free Kevin, Arakasi had an astonishing supplyof ready facts. He completed his bow, his secretive features

more than usually impassive. 'The magic gate is not locatedupon Netoha's lands by chance. He was the hadonra of therenegade magician, Milamber, who resided there before hisexpulsion from the Assembly. My inquiries established thatthe man had been a servant or hadonra of the previousowner of that luckless property.'

 

Arakasi paused at this, for Tsurani superstition heldagainst occupying residences or employing the servants ofthose fallen from power; when a lord or a family lost favourwith the gods, his goods, his lands, and his staff werebelieved to be accursed along with him. Yet Milamber hadbeen a barbarian, no doubt ignorant of such points. And illluck had dogged him also. Arakasi shrugged Tsurani
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fashion. 'But while both Netoha's masters have fallen uponill fortune, his cause seems on the rise. Through some distantrelation, he was able to claim kinship with theChichimechas, who needed capital at the time. An arrangementwas made. Now Netoha of the Chichimechas is fourthin line for succession to the Ruling Lordship of a tiny house,and he's in good standing with the Hunzan Clan.'

Mara resisted an urge to rise and pace the flagstonewalkway. 'Clan Hunzan is radical in its thinking. Nothingthey do would come as a surprise.'

 

Arakasi rounded off his report. 'Little else is commonknowledge, save that Netoha's wife is a former slave.'

Mara raised her eyebrows, diverted from her troubles byinterest.

 

But her Spy Master's explanation dashed any hope shemight hold for Kevin's benefit. 'Milamber freed all the slavesupon his estate before leaving Kelewan,' Arakasi said. 'Ashis status had yet to be called into doubt at the time, the actbecame as law. Even without slaves, Netoha has turned hissmall holdings to profit. Given his industry, he is a man whowill likely continue to rise. He might someday become apowerful Lord.'

 

Mara seized upon the one point that mattered. 'Then hecould be open to a commercial transaction concerning thisrift?'

 

'Perhaps.' Arakasi's mood stayed guarded. 'There issomething else, mistress. A great deal is not clear to me,beyond the certainty that something vastly beyond theordinary is in play. The renegade magician's return hassparked much activity, all of it clandestine. There aredisturbed patterns running through imperial circles - highofficials in long conferences with scholars sworn to secrecy,and a lot of close-mouthed, nervous correspondence carriedback and forth by the Light of Heaven's personal messengers,none of it written, and all of it bonded by suicide oath,
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according to court gossip. I shall endeavour to penetrate anddiscover the heart of this, but as the Assembly isinvolved...' He shrugged again, to indicate the effortmight not bear fruit.

 

Too concerned for her own difficulties, Mara forwentcuriosity over the affairs of Great Ones. She dismissed herSpy Master with uncharacteristic abruptness, then called fora scribe, her intent being to send messages to Lord Netohaand to Fumita of the Assembly, offering generous terms foruse of the rift gate into Midkemia.

 

Once her missives were dispatched by the guild ofmessengers, Kentosani held little to retain her. Mara optedfor a swift return home, as much to avoid inopportunecontact with other members of her clan as to assuage asudden longing to spend time with Ayaki. The boy wasgrowing so fast! He was halfway to becoming a man, sherealized; she must speak to Keyoke soon about selecting awarrior to teach him weaponcraft, with his tenth birthdayscarcely a half year off.

 

The return barge trip down the Gagajin passed withoutincident, but upon arrival at the border of her own estates,Mara's worry lessened as she felt something of the familiarcalm that came from the knowledge of being home. And yet,for the first time in her life, she felt gnawed from within by asense of something missing. She pondered why as herbearers took her litter up the road to the estate house.

Yet the cause eluded her until the moment she set foot inher own front dooryard and accepted greetings from Lujan,Keyoke, and Nacoya. The house seemed suddenly insignificant.Mara felt a passing sadness that she no longer lookedupon the home of her father as the grand and wonderfulplace it had seemed throughout her childhood. As RulingLady and Clan Warchief, she now saw only a spread of landthat was difficult to defend, and a dwelling that wascomfortably appointed, but lacking the grand presence and

state guest suites needful to a ruler of her status. For amoment Mara entertained the bitter thought that her mosthated enemy should thrive in a place that was both the mostdefensible location in the Empire and the most beautiful.

As Mara crossed the threshold, Kevin in his customaryplace behind her, Nacoya pursued. Nettled that the mistresshad returned only perfunctory salutations, the old womannearly abandoned composure. 'What has overcome you,Mara? Are you bereft of wits?'

 

The reprimand stung the Lady out of her thought. Shespun to face her adviser, her frown an open warning. 'Whatdo you mean?'

 

'This assumption of the Warchief's staff.' Nacoya waggedher finger, much as she had in her days as a children's nurse.'Why didn't you discuss your intentions before you acted?'

Mara stood firmly, her arms folded. 'The idea neveroccurred to me, until I was halfway to Kentosani. When Ileft, I thought I could convince the clan to do as I asked, butupon the river I had time to think -'

 

'I wish you had put the time to better use!' the AcomaFirst Adviser cut in.

 

'Nacoya!' Mara's eyes flashed rage. 'I will not be scoldedlike a girl. What do you object to?'

 

The First Adviser bowed precisely to the correct degree,which meant she was not cowed. In tones near to scorn shesaid, 'I beg your pardon, Lady. But since you have compelledClan Hadama to recognize your primacy, you havealso forced public notice that you are now a power to becontended with.'

 

Caught off guard, Mara tried to wave the matter off.'Nothing has changed, save-'

 

Nacoya put her old hands firmly upon Mara's shouldersand looked her mistress in the eyes. 'Much has changed.Before, you were seen as a resourceful girl, who could escapetraps and strengthen her house and defend herself. Even
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after Jingu's death, the mighty of the Empire could cast yoursuccess off as luck. But now, by making others relinquishhonours, you announce to the world that you are a threat!Tasaio must act. And he must do so soon. The longer hewaits, the more his allies and vassals will come to doubt hisresolve. Before, he might remain content to wait for a clearopportunity; now he must do something. You have madehim desperate.'

 

Mara felt a sudden current of cold. With certainty sheknew Nacoya was correct in her appraisal. Made nervous asfresh worries tangled with others arising from her tradedifficulties, she closed her eyes a moment. 'You are right.'Smiling thinly in chagrin, she regained her poise and added,'I have acted precipitately and . . . well, the best that can bedone is to hold council with my staff as soon as I haverefreshed myself. We must . . . make plans.'

 

Nacoya nodded grumpy approval. As Kevin escortedMara to her quarters, the old woman fretted, not onlybecause Mara acted without thought, but also because shelooked tired, truly bone-tired. As many years as Nacoya hadserved, she had never known the daughter of her heart toappear so worn.

 

The Acoma First Adviser sighed and shook her head. TheAcoma ministers could meet and talk all they liked; plansmight be made and acted upon, but truly, what could bedone to ensure Acoma security and prosperity that had notbeen tried already? Feeling her age, and the ache in everyjoint that suffered from arthritis, the old woman shuffledslowly down the corridor. Every day since the Lord Sezu haddied and left his holdings to his daughter, Nacoya hadknown fear that her beloved Mara might become a casualtyof the Great Game. Yet the Lady had proven herself acapable, cunning player. Why, then, should the fear beworse today, or was it just an aged woman's bones

protesting a life of long service? Nacoya shivered, though
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the afternoon was warm. At every step she took, she seemedto feel the earth of her own grave beneath the soles of herfeet.

 

Word returned from Ontoset. Mara read the message twice,a stormy frown on her face. Restraining a vicious urge t otear something, she hurled the parchment onto her writingdesk. The move was entirely unexpected. But Netoha hadrefused her very generous fees for the use of the rift on hislands.

 

'It makes no sense!' Mara exploded aloud, and in thecorner of her study, Arakasi raised one eyebrow.

Dressed as a gardener, the Spy Master contemplated theedge on the small sickle he had been using to prune kekalibushes. He,till insisted on keeping his return to the estate asecret, for his suspicions concerning Tasaio's penetration ofMara's security were far from laid to rest. The mistressmight not wish to talk the matter through, her mind beingdiverted by other things, but Arakasi had his own worries.He currently spent as much time investigating servants andslaves upon the Acoma estates as he did conducting thebusiness his mistress required of him. Only Nacoya knew ofhis concerns, as the old woman was above suspicion.

Arakasi tested the edge on the laminated tool with hisfinger, and assumed a posture that would appear to anonlooker as if the Lady berated a servant for carelessness.'Mistress, I have discovered little about this man, Netoha.His motives are not public. He must have cogent reasons forrefusing your offer; obviously, he cannot do business acrossthe rift himself, because of your trading rights. Yet I cannottell you what his reasons may be.'

 

Mara tugged at a tight hairpin in frustration. Her messageto Fumita of the Assembly had been returned unopened, soher last recourse to gain her trade concessions was this Netoha. Although Arakasi did not care to be pressured, she
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said, Can you get someone close to the Chichimechas todiscover what these reasons may be?'

 

'I can but attempt to, Lady.' Trying hard not to lookharried, Arakasi added, 'It is unlikely we shall learnanything new, but I can have someone exchange gossip withthe house and field servants. Netoha's workers are largelybarbarians -'

 

Mara broke in, 'Midkemians?'

 

Arakasi nodded. 'The renegade magician, Milamber,freed all his countrymen before leaving, and this Netohaemploys them as workers. I would say from reports out ofOntoset that they do well enough as farmers. In any event,these are likely to be more garrulous than our own slaves, sogetting information shouldn't prove difficult. If, that is, theyknow anything worth hearing.'

 

Aware of Nacoya's taut stillness at her elbow, Maraturned to the next issue at hand. 'What of Minwanabi?'

Arakasi's hands stilled on the sickle. 'I worry, mistress,precisely because I have nothing to report. Tasaio conducts thebusiness of his household much as you do your own, but withnothing that I would account extraordinarily significant.' TheSpy Master exchanged glances with Mara's First Adviser.'This goes against expectations. Upon hearing of your rise tothe primacy of the clan, Tasaio should have been moved to actat once. But instead. . .' Arakasi glanced about, then said,'One other thing: the Minwanabi have begun a primitive spynetwork and are attempting to insinuate agents into severallocations throughout the Empire. They are not hard to spot,since Incomo, the Minwanabi First Adviser, proceeds in aheavy-handed manner. I have men watching his men and amreasonably certain we can infiltrate his ring soon. That willgive us a secondary access to his household and affairs, andwhen this is accomplished I shall feel reassured. Yet I dare notproceed too quickly. The whole operation may be an elaborateploy to draw us out.'

 

677

 

And yet, Mara sensed, that would not be Tasaio's style. 3The subtleties in his nature tended toward cruelty, and his ;tactics to military violence. Involved in deep thoughts onceagain, she absently waved dismissal to her Spy Master. Shedid not notice him leaving, and had forgotten Nacoya was inthe room until the old woman spoke.

 

'I feel a chill in my bones, daughter.'

 

Mara started slightly. 'What worries you, Nacoya?'

'Minwanabi plots. You rely too much on Arakasi's .,informants. They may be well placed, but they are not teverywhere. They are not at Tasaio's side when he squats orwhen he lies atop his wife, and you must believe that this is aman who plots murder even while relieving himself or takinga woman to his bed.'

 

Mara found nothing humorous in the images, for Nacoyaspoke truth Arakasi's agents might have ferreted outnothing overtly threatening toward her house, but thereports were disturbing nonetheless. Tasaio ruled his householdwith a wayward, cunning viciousness. His abuses werethose that tormented the mind and heart, and yet, where asworn enemy was concerned, Mara knew there was noblood in the Empire he would rather spill than her own, andher young son Ayaki's.
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The year passed.

 

Distracted with worry over continuing trade difficultiesand Tasaio's apparent lack of activity, Mara waited as therainy season came and went. Needra calves were weanedfrom their mothers, and the little bulls charged around themeadow; when they were sufficiently grown, the herdsmen

picked out those that were gelded and those that were to be

used for breeding. Crops were planted and harvested and anuncertain peace held sway. Days slipped by without anyresolution to Mara's uncertainty. A thousand responses to athousand possible assaults were discussed and discarded,and no Minwanabi threat materialized. A thousand movesin the Game of the Council were planned, but the Emperordid not relent in his edict against the High Council.

Seated in her study in the cooler hours of early morning,and clad in a loose, short robe, Mara studied the slates andparchments Jican had left for her. Since her frustratingsetback in Kentosani, Acoma fortunes were improving. Herassumption of the position of Clan Warchief had precipitatedno disasters. Gradually, the herds were recoveringfrom the outlays made necessary from the Dustaricampaign; the silk trade at last was flourishing. AlthoughNacoya seized every opportunity to nag that her mistresswas neglecting the matter of marriage, Mara refused to bemoved. With Tasaio consolidating his power as Lord of theMinwanabi, even someone from a family as favourablyplaced these days as was Hokanu's would be foolish to agreeto a union until the issue between Minwanabi and Acomahad been decided. Except for Xacatecas and, less
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dependably, Anasati, alliances with the Acoma had becometentative. Mara sighed and pushed back a fallen lock of hair.Not yet strong enough to initiate the first overture, she hadgrown practised at waiting.

 

A soft tap at the screen disturbed her.

 

Mara gestured for the servant hovering beyond the doorto enter.

 

He bowed. 'My Lady, there is a bonded messengerawaiting you in the antechamber.'

 

'Send him in.' Mara had enjoyed two hours of quietcontemplation since dawn and, now that the inevitableinterruption had occurred, she was anxious to know thenews.

 

The courier brought before her was dusty from the roadand clad in a tunic of bleached cloth, tagged on the sleeveswith the badge of a guild from Pesh. Since Mara had nodealings with any family from that city, this piqued herinterest.

 

'You may sit,' she allowed as the courier completed hisbow. He carried no documents; the message he broughtwould be oral, guaranteed by his life oath of silence. Marawaved for a servant to bring jomach juice, in case the man'sthroat was dry from travel.

 

He inclined his head when the refreshment arrived andgratefully took a long swallow. 'I bring greeting to theAcoma from the Lord Xaltepo of the Hanqu.' Themessenger paused for another sip, politely allowing theLady an interval to call to mind what she knew of this Lord'shouse, clan, and political affiliations.

 

Mara needed the time, since the Hanqu were a minorhouse that had never previously dealt with the Acoma; theywere of the Nimboni, a clan so tiny that it regularlyassociated with other, larger clans; which other clans it wasallied with at present Mara didn't recall. Arakasi wouldknow. He might also confirm whether Xaltepo had renewed

680

 

his participation in the Yellow Flower Party since the demiseof the Alliance for War. The Yellow Flower Party had no tieswith the Minwanabi, but had occasionally supportedcommon interests with them before Almecho wore thewhite and gold, and the changes effected by his successor,Axantucar, had disrupted the old alliances. The YellowFlower Party currently fended for itself, and the Nimboniquite likely inclined to favour the Kanazawai Clan. Perhapsthis was an overture in that direction.

 

Mara sighed over this season's unrecognizable snarl ofpolitics. Without Arakasi's network, she would be floundering,relying upon guesswork, and not leading her clandecisively through the moil.

 

The messenger finished his drink and politely awaited herattention. At a wave from Mara, he resumed.

 

'The Lord of the Hanqu formally requests that youconsider an alliance with his house. If you judge the matterto be in Acoma interests, Lord Xaltepo asks for a meeting todiscuss his proposal.'

 

A house slave unobtrusively removed the emptied juicecup. Mara used the interval to formulate a swift decision. 'Iam flattered by the offer from the Lord of the Hanqu, andwill reply through one of my own couriers.'

 

This was politely noncommittal, and not unusual, since aruler near Sulan-Qu would be unfamiliar with the guild ofanother city. Conscious of security, Mara intended to hirefrom a known guild. But to dismiss this courier withoutthanks was to insinuate mistrust, if not to imply dishonour.The Lady sent her runner to summon Saric. By now familiarwith the duties of a second adviser, he would accompany theguild messenger to a distant chamber and see him occupiedwith banalities until the heat passed, and the man couldpolitely be dismissed.

 

Financial reports no longer gripped Mara's attention.Throughout the morning she pondered the Hanqu's
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unexpected overture without assuming what their motivemight be. Lord Xaltepo might earnestly desire an alliance,and this must not be treated lightly. Since Mara's public riseto the office of Clan Warchief, it could be but the first ofmany such approaches. To ignore this would be folly.

Far more dangerous, he might be puppet for some other,better-known enemy, who used him to disguise another plotagainst her. She waited until the courier's departure beforedispatching Arakasi to make inquiries.

 

After supper, she called council. Weary of the stiflingstillness of her study with screens and drapes drawn closed,she decided that a meeting in the garden courtyard adjacentto her quarters, under the light of lanterns, would be morecomfortable.^The garden had a single entrance, securelyguarded.

 

Settled on cushions under the tree beside the fountain,Mara regretted her preoccupation with security. For anenvious moment she once again recalled Tasaio's estate, abeautiful building on spacious grounds, fortified by steephills and the naturally defensible valley with its lake andnarrow tributary. Unlike other nobles situated in the lowcountry, the Minwanabi Lord need not vigilantly keepguard over broad acres of borders. He required only sentriesin watchtowers on his hilltops, and patrols stationed at keypoints along the perimeter of his estates. Where the Acomarequired five full companies of a hundred warriors eachdedicated to the main estate to optimally maintain itsdefences - a goal still unrealized after over a decade ofcarefully building her resources - the Minwanabi could dobetter with as few as two hundred soldiers guarding twicethe land. That lower cost of security for the home estateprovided Tasaio with resources for political mischief thatMara lacked, despite her rapidly expanding financialempire.

 

Mara regarded her circle of advisers, larger than before,
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with younger faces added and older ones the more aged bycontrast. Nacoya became more wrinkled and hunched witheach passing month. Keyoke could not sit quite so erect, yethe remained a stickler for appearances. He kept his good legcrossed over his stump, and his crutch painstakingly out ofview. For all his care, Mara could never quite accustomherself to the sight of him in house robes instead of armour.

For formal meetings of her council, no servants werepresent; but in the role of body slave, Kevin sat beside andbehind her, surreptitiously playing with her hair, which shehad let down from its pins. Then there were Jican, with hishands dusty from chalk, and Saric, young, eager, andshrewd around the eyes where Lujan was deceptivelycarefree. Her Spy Master had not yet returned from thedocks of Sulan-Qu, where he had gone to meet the contactwho carried intelligence from Pesh. Since Arakasi's wordwould bear heaviest influence, Mara began before hisarrival to lend time to hear her other advisers.

Nacoya opened. 'Lady Mara, you know nothing of theseupstart Hanqu. They are not an old family. They share noneof your interests politically, and I worry they may be theglove for an enemy's hand.'

 

The First Adviser's views had grown increasinglycautious of late. The Lady of the Acoma was unsure if thisresulted from Mara's rise to the Clan Warchief's office orfrom a fear of Tasaio that was deepening with age.Increasingly, Mara looked to Saric for a more balancedweighing of risk and gain.

 

Though barely out of his twenties, the soldier turnedcounsellor was quick-witted, sly, and often sarcastic in hisadvice; his overt playfulness seemed at odds with a deeperbarbed cynicism, but his observations were consistentlyastute. 'Nacoya's reasoning is sound,' he opened, his eyes

boldly on Mara, and his hands running over and over alacquered bracelet on his wrist as though he tested the edge
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on a blade. He gave a soldier's shrug. 'But I would add thatwe know too little about the Lord of the Hanqu. If he acts ingood faith, we would offend if we refuse to hear his case.Even if we could afford to affront this little house, we do notwish the Acoma to gain a reputation for being unapproachable.We might politely reject his alliance after hearing hiscause, and no offence will be given.' Saric tipped his headslightly and ended with his customary question. 'But, can weafford to refuse him without inquiring what his motives maybe?' .

 

'A telling point,' Mara conceded. 'Keyoke?'

 

Her Adviser for War reached to straighten a helmet nolonger there, and ended by scratching thinning hair. 'Ishould look closely at the arrangements proposed for yourconference. The Lord could have an assassin waiting, or anambush. Where he wishes to meet with you, and under whatconditions, will tell us much.'

 

That the former Force Commander did not question thenecessity for a parley was not lost on Mara.

 

Lujan, from his days as a grey warrior, gave a newperspective. 'The Hanqu are regarded as mavericks by thepowerful houses of Pesh. I was acquainted with the cousinof one of my subofficers' wives, who served Xaltepo asPatrol Leader. The Hanqu Lord was said to be a man whoseldom shared his confidences, and did so only uponoccasions of mutual advantage. That they are a new househas been said, but the rise of the family is due to theirpowerful business interests in the south.'

 

Jican followed Lujan's lead and widened the picture. 'TheHanqu have an interest in chocha-la. Being weak, at onetime they were mercilessly exploited by the guilds. LordXaltepo's father tired of losing his profits. When he came topower, he hired in his own bean grinders, and reinvested hischocha-la profits back into that enterprise. His son hascontinued to broaden the business, and now they are, if not
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dominant, a major factor in the southern markets. Heboasts a thriving trade and processes crops from othergrowers. It is possible he desires an arrangement that willbring the beans of our Tuscalora vassal into his dryingsheds.'

 

'In Pesh?' Mara straightened, interrupting Kevin's attentions. 'Why should Lord Jidu risk the mould and damp ofshipping his crops by sea, or the expense of an overlandcaravan?'

 

'For profit,' Jican speculated in his inimitably neatfashion. 'The soil and the climate are wrong for chocha-lathat far down the peninsula. Even the Hanqu's inferiorbeans yield high revenues there. Most growers grind theircrops close to home, to save the weight of shipping thehusks. But the bean keeps better in its unshelled form, andthe Hanqu spice grinders could get luxury prices for anychocha-la they could process in what now is idle timebetween seasons. And they effectively remove a potentialrival from the local market. Eventually, such a relationshipmight provide an entrance for their goods into the heartlandof the Empire.'

 

'Then why not approach Lord Jidu?' Mara argued.

Jican spread placating hands. 'Lady, you may haveallowed the Lord of the Tuscalora his rights to negotiate hisfinances, but among the merchants and factors in the citiesyou are spoken of as his overlord. They cannot conceive anyruler being as openhanded in policy as you have been;therefore, word in the markets says you are in control.'

'Jidu would protest,' Mara objected.

 

Now Nacoya leaned forward. 'My Lady, he does notdare. He has his man's pride; it rankles him to have beenbested by a woman. Lord Jidu would rather avoid being theobject of more street gossip than turn to you withcomplaint.'

 

The discussion of this point continued in depth, with
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Kevin listening raptly. The Midkemian was silent not somuch out of deference as fascination with the intricacy ofTsurani politics. Lately, if he contributed an opinion, it wasless from ignorant impulse and more out of insight lent byan alien viewpoint.

 

Mara weighed the counsel of her advisers and tried toavoid the looming distraction of how much she was going tomiss her barbarian when she finally faced her neglectedresponsibility and chose a suitable husband. Unsettled as thecurrent politics became, she cherished this moment, surroundedby people who cared for her, and the soft, familiarwarmth of the summer night.

 

Lantern light fell kindly over the faces of Keyoke andNacoya, softening the lines of adversity; it caught Saric'seyes in a moment of fired enthusiasm; and it hid theweariness in Jican's posture.

 

Not a day passed that the hadonra failed to visit theremotest field on the estate; since Dustari, he visited the cityevery morning, leaving before sunrise and returning beforemidmorning, enduring two hours of travel to gain earliestword of trade fluctuations from his factors. Few opportunitiesescaped his diligence, but Mara wished adversitieswould ease, that she need not lean so heavily on hisresources. Jican had taught her much in the intricate worldof finance. And her other advisers had rescued the Acomafrom disasters invited by her inexperience in her first days ofleadership. Silently she thanked Lashima for the guidance ofgood people. With her pledge to Clan Hadama binding her,and the Minwanabi blood feud against her, she dared notcontemplate the loss of any one of those present.

The talk at last wound down. Mara reviewed the majorpoints, a pensive frown on her face. 'It looks as though Ishould send a message to Lord Xaltepo, setting a meetingthat will most favour my safety. Jican, could you arrange torent one of the guild halls in Sulan-Qu?'
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But a dry voice interrupted before the hadonra couldanswer. 'My Lady, with all due respect, a public place mightnot be the best of choices.'

 

Unnoticed, quiet as shadow, Arakasi had slipped into thegarden; as he bowed, Keyoke's lips stiffened. Annoyed withhimself for missing the moment when the guards at the entrygranted a newcomer entrance, the old warrior would neveradmit his hearing was growing less acute.

 

Arakasi bowed, his face veiled by the loose cloth of apriests cowl. He waited in his distinctively quiet manner forMara's leave, then added, 'I should warn at once that thisrequest by Lord Xaltepo is known to the Minwanabi. Mysources indicate that Tasaio is personally intent uponfinding out where a meeting between my Lady and theHanqu might take place. If a guild hall is rented, I fear theremay be spies in the walls. And if there are presently no nichesfor unfriendly parties to eavesdrop, you can presume suchwould be constructed in time for our mistress's conference.Tasaio is that persistent when he wants a thing.'

The Spy Master hesitated, as if his own words weredistasteful to him. 'My source was emphatic, much more sothan usual. Tasaio wants knowledge of this meeting quitebadly.'

 

Mara's fingers tightened on her cuffs. 'By this, I concludethat the Hanqu's interests go against those of our enemies.'

'It lends weight to the notion that the Hanqu's desire foralliance is valid.' But Arakasi did not seem entirely settled.'Too many unanswered questions remain. Expansion of theHanqu's spice enterprise seems a motive, but that isspeculation. Also there's a vague rumour that the Nimbonihave been approached by Clan Shonshoni.' The SpyMaster's manner betrayed disquiet. 'There are things herethat are too clear, given how much is unseen.'

'You worry?'

 

'Aye, Lady. Something in his...' he shook his head.
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'Perhaps I've grown wary of too much information gainedeasily.' He shrugged. 'Not having kept a close watch uponthe Hanqu, it's not unreasonable that their affairs wouldescape my notice. I urge caution, though, in the extreme.Meet with Lord Xaltepo somewhere easily defended; if nothere, upon your estates; if not on home ground, thensomewhere close at hand where we keep an advantage.'

Mara weighed the advice. 'You speak wisely, as always.Caution must be exercised. No opportunity for advantagecan be wasted, however slight. I'll meet with Lord Xaltepo,not in a guild hall, but in that glen in the mountains whereLujan's band once made their camp. It is not upon Acomasoil, yet we have the advantage should any trouble arise.'

Arakasi looked dusty and gaunt after his hurried trip totown; Mara dismissed him to seek refreshment, and the restof her advisers disbanded, talking among themselves. Onceoutside the garden, all would be silent concerning thesubject of Lord Xaltepo.

 

Kevin alone remained seated. He slid his arms aroundMara's waist and buried his cheek in her hair. 'What do yousay to a special sort of council between the two of us?'

Mara turned her face to be kissed. Kevin's hair glowedrusset in the lantern light,, and his hands well knew where totouch; as his lips closed over hers, Mara prepared tosurrender her worries for the night.

 

'My Lady,' snapped Nacoya's acerbic voice. Unwanted asa state visitor, the First Adviser lingered in the courtyard.'Stop your foolishness and hear warning.'

 

Mara disengaged from Kevin's embrace. Her eyes werebright, her hair slightly mussed, and her temper short.'Speak, mother of my heart. But do not presume upon mypatience.' Lately her First Adviser seemed to seize uponevery opportunity to insinuate the folly of Kevin's presence.Though Mara understood that the old woman's persistencestemmed from care, tonight she was determined to enjoy the
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few moments she had left with the man she loved. Howeverkindly meant, Nacoya's concern was not welcome.

The First Adviser did not lecture about her inopportunechoice of bedmate, but crossed her wrinkled arms and stoodfirmly. 'You rely far too much on those spies of Arakasi's.'

Mara's gaze darkened. 'They have never failed me.'

'They have never dealt directly with Tasaio.' Nacoyawaved a stern finger. 'Remember the silk caravans! Desiodiscovered one of Arakasi's agents, and ill came of that. Hiscousin will not be so stupid. He'll not be lulled into thinkinghe has no watchers in his house. But unlike Desio, Tasaiowill not be led by hate on discovery his security wascompromised. He would spare his traitor, even nurture theman, and await his moment to exploit.'

 

A breeze swayed the lantern. Netted by a moving play ofshadows, Mara gestured her irritation. 'Do you suggest weshould rent the public guild hall? Depend upon the securityprovided by clanless men?'

 

Nacoya pinched her sleeves as the errant wind flapped herrobe. 'I say no such thing, except to beseech you to beware.Arakasi is very good, the best of men who work in secret Ihave ever heard of in my years of serving this house. But hisformer master of the Tuscai was ruined despite his spy ring.Remember that. Informants can be helpful, but they arenever infallible. All tools can break, or be turned intoweapons.'

 

Mara stiffened, acutely feeling the chill as Kevin's warmthdrew away. 'Old mother, your warnings are heard. I thankyou for your counsel.'

 

Nacoya knew better than to persist. She bowed in deepdisapproval, then turned and limped out of the garden.

'She's right, you know, the old nag,' Kevin murmuredfondly.

 

Mara spun and snapped at him. 'You too! Does everyevening have to be filled with warnings and fear?' She tossed
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her dark hair, aching inside more than she would ever putinto words; though Kevin perhaps thought better of it, heindulged her whim, and gathered her close. He kissed thehardness out of her, and on the cushions, in the flicker of abreeze-tossed lantern, he made her forget the enemies whosought her life and the utter ending of her family.

Within three weeks, high summer set in; the grasses lost thelast green that lingered from the rainy season. Mara steppedout of the estate house into the misty predawn gloom. Herlitter awaited, surrounded by a picked guard of thirtywarriors led this day by Kenji, who needed the fieldexperience. For her journey to meet with the Lord of theHanqu she planned to be in the mountains before the heat ofmidday, and at Arakasi's suggestion, she kept her escortlight for speed and secrecy. Her Adviser for War had insistedon seeing her off; since Nacoya was no longer up to rising inearly morning.

 

Yet no adviser waited in the dooryard as Mara made herappearance, Kevin following at the proper pace behind hershoulder, but ever unmindful of propriety. 'The old codgermust have slept late,' the barbarian said lightly. 'I shouldtake the chance to get back at him for the time he kicked meawake with his war sandals on.'

 

'I heard that,' called a voice well trained from the dril Ifield. Keyoke emerged from the ranks of Mara's bodyguard,a craggy silhouette incongruously propped on a crutch. Hepaused to speak emphatic instructions to Kenji, to snap at aman for sloppy posture; then, plainly reluctant to leave thewarriors, he shot a disparaging glance at Kevin and assumedhis post before Mara's litter,

 

'My Lady.' He bowed with well-practised balance andreplaced his crutch beneath his shoulder. Then he lookedintently at his mistress, as if he marshalled words instead oftroops. His voice dropped, so that the soldiers would not
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|overhear. 'Daughter of my heart, I feel uneasy about this

trip. The fact that Lord Xaltepo sent speech in the mouth of

la messenger rather than written above his family chop hasj suspicious overtones.'

'Mara frowned. 'They are a small family with few ties. If I

were to decline alliance, and that parchment with theirpersonal chop should fall into Tasaio's hands, what do youthink would become of them? The Minwanabi have

Obliterated other families for far less cause.' She bit her lip.

'No. I think Arakasi is right, and that Tasaio finally sees thatmuch of what we've done has been built upon financial gainand now he must counter further Acoma expansion.'

Keyoke raised his hand, as if he had begun to scratch his

chin and then thought better of it. Instead he took Mara'swrist and gently settled her into the litter. 'Go with the goodl gods' "race, my Lady.'

|He stepped back as Mara waved for the bearers to lift her

litter. Then Kenji gave the command to march, and the smallcortege started forward. As Kevin moved to fall into stepbeside his mistress, Keyoke caught his elbow in a grip stillcallused and strong.

 

'Protect her,' he said, an urgency in his tone that Kevinhad never heard before. 'Let no harm come to her, or I'llkick you with more than my battle sandals.'

 

Kevin grinned insouciantly. 'Keyoke, old friend, if harmcomes to Mara, you'll have to settle for kicking my corpse,because by then I'll already be dead.'

 

The Adviser for War nodded, allowing that this was true.He released the slave and turned quickly away while Mara'sescort and bearers marched into the mist. Kevin hastened tocatch up, looking often over his shoulder. Far less theforeigner than he once was, the Midkemian would have

sworn that the crafty old warrior had something pressing onhis mind.

 

IF ~ ~
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By the time the rising sun burned the mist off the valleys,Mara and her honour guard were deep in the forest thatcovered the foothills of the Kyamaka Mountains. Beforethe day's traffic of caravans began, and out of sight ofearly couriers, they turned off the main road, strikingdown a narrow trail that threaded ever deeper into thewilds. Daylight was not strong here, and the mist lingered,lending a gloom to the wood and the drip of wet trees.Already the damp heat was oppressive. Strike LeaderKenji motioned his small column of warriors to halt for ashort break, and to allow a change of bearers for Mara'slitter. The escort was too small to include a water boy;the slaves carried crocks from the spring by the roadside,helped by Kevin, who felt sorry for their plight. Mara wasnot a heavy load to carry, but this day her haste wasgreat, and the bearers just relieved from duty were sweatdrenchedand panting.

 

Crock in~and, Kevin knelt at the verge of a still, mossypool fed by a spring from a fissure in the rocks. Intriguedby the alien orange moss that clothed the banks, and bythe iridescent flash of fish that darted through aquastrands of weed, he only half heard Strike Leader Kenjisay to Mara that the scout who held back to watch thetrail for followers was slow to report.

 

'We shall delay to see if he arrives,' the officerdecided. 'If he does not come within a minute, I suggestwe slip into the cover of the trees, until a man can be sentto investigate.'

 

Kevin grinned to himself and bent to fill his basin. Thescout in question was Juratu, a quick-witted, lively manwho liked his pleasures; he had kept late hours gamblingwith friends the night before. If he had drunk half asmuch wine as barracks rumour claimed, he'd likely befound moving at less than anticipated speed, slowed by agrandfather of hangovers.

 

One of the soldiers said as much to Kenji, then addedthat this was the haunt of grey warriors, and

perhaps Juratu had
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paused to observe their movements. Another drylysuggested he might be bartering.with them for a wineskin.Kevin indulged in a chuckle; had the Lady herself notbeen present, such an antic would certainly be withinJuratu's reputatiOn. Thinking of grey warriors, and hisfew Midkemian companions who had escaped and takenrefuge in these forests, Kevin peered through the trees ashe rose.

 

The mist was lifting. Pale spears of sunlight fell throughthe canopy of branches. Had Kevin not been

halfexpectantly looking for the chance-met shape of aman, he would have missed the movement: the brief,flickering sight of a face through the leaves, there, andthen hastily gone.

 

The nose had been narrow and hooked, and the helmwas not Juratu's.

 

Kevin's hands tautened over the crock, and waterspilled, wetting his knuckles in a flood. He dared not cryout, or even run, lest he reveal that the hidden watcherhad been seen. Sweating, more than a little shaky in theknees, Kevin turned his back on the spring. In imitation ofa slave's listless shuffle, he made his way step by nerve rackedstep back to Mara's caravan.

 

The skin between his shoulderblades itched, as if atany moment he,expected the terrible stab of an arrow.

The dozen steps that separated him from Kenji andMara's litter seemed to take an eternity. Kevin forced hisfeet to walk sedately while his thoughts raced. The littercurtains were cracked open, with Mara on the verge ofleaning out to address Kenji.

 

Fear shot like a bolt through Kevin's nerves. Hepinched the water crock in a death grip and inwardlywilled the woman to lean back out of sight in the shadow

of her litter.

 

Being Mara, she did not. She shoved the curtainswider, looked up at her Strike Leader, and opened hermouth to speak.

 

Feeling danger like a breaking wave at his back, Kevin
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acted. He tripped, hard, on a rock and flung the contentshis water crock over the Lady and her officer. He followup this clumsiness by- crashing full length into the litter. '

His mistress's cry of surprise and outrage becamesmothered under his chest as he forced her down and backdeep into the cushions, safe behind the protection of ~body as he flipped the litter on its side, turning it intobreastwork.

 

His action came none too soon. Even as Kevin dentangled himself from the silk curtains, enemy arrows'

began to fall.

 

They sang out of air, smacking through dirt and armorwith an evil flat sound like the blows of punitive inaneKenji was first to fall. He went down screaming orde~while arrows hammered and hammered the underside slaof the spilled litter, raised now before Mara like a barricade~

'It's an ambush,' Kevin snarled in her ear, while she bewith her fists to try to tear from his embrace. 'Keep still.?

An arrow whapped through a cushion and rammed

groove through the dirt. Mara saw and instantly went stillShe listened, stricken, to the shouting as those warriors halive to heed their dying officer's call to rally threwthemselves in a heap on top of the litter, their; bodies hliving shield.

 

The situation was desperate. The arrows crashed downa rain, and the flimsy underpinnings of the litter bounaand splintered with the impact. Kevin tried to see out a'caught a raking slash across his shoulder. He cursed, duckedback, and in a rush peeled off his slave's robe.

Two of the warriors nearest Mara were dying, woundsas they dived to her defence. Now the cold hiss of shafts wreplaced by the rattle of swordplay as ambushers chargedfrom the forest in a wave and engaged the tatters of h

guard still left standing.

 

'Quick,' Kevin snapped. He held out his robe. 'Bundle n

Lady in this. Her fancy clothes make too clear a target.' Oneof the bearers threw back a look of uncertainty.

'Just do it!' Kevin shouted. 'Her honour is dust if she'sdead.'

 

More warriors charged from the cover of the wood.Mara's few survivors closed in a ragged ring around thelitter; they were too few, a pitiful dyke against an avalancheof foes. Kevin abandoned further argument, for a swordsmancharged out of the melee with lowered blade to takehim in the back. Kevin snatched up a fallen weapon, andsnapped off a length of curtain that he wrapped around hisarm to serve as shield; then he spun at bay and prepared tokill until he died.

 

At home on the Acoma estate, Ayaki scowled blackly atNacoya. His face turned red and his fists clenched, and sheand two slaves and a nurse all prepared for a warrior-sizedtantrum.

 

'I won't wear that!' Ayaki shouted. 'It has orange, andthat is the colour worn by Minwanabi.'

 

Nacoya regarded the garment at hand, a silk robefastened with shell buttons that might, with imagination, becalled orange. The real reason behind the argument was thatAyaki preferred to wear no robe at all in the heat andhumidity of high summer. That he was too well born tocharge about naked as a slave child through the hallwaysmade no impression on nine-year-old priorities.

But Nacoya had years of experience at managing highspiritedAcoma children. She caught Ayaki's stiff shouldersand gave him a shake. 'Young warrior, you will wear therobes you are given, and deport yourself like the Lord you

will be when you are grown. If you do less, you will spendthe morning scrubbing dirty plates with the scullions.'

Ayaki's eyes widened. 'You'd never dare! I'm not aservant or a slave!'
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'Then stop acting like one and dress like a noble.' Nacoyaclosed a puffed, arthritic hand over Ayaki's wrist and haule'him firmly across the chamber to the servant who waitedwith the robe. Even stiff and sore, she still had a grip likeiron. Ayaki stopped struggling, shoved his bunched fist intoa waiting sleeve, then stood scowling and rubbing at the ro~mark where the skin on his wrist had pulled. ~,;

'Now the other hand,' Nacoya snapped. 'No more.nonsense.'

 

Ayaki's dark look lifted and he grinned. 'No more:<nonsense,' he agreed in one of his instant shifts of mood. Hisubmitted his other hand to the servant, and presently theoffending robe was settled over his shoulders. His srniliwidened until he showed his missing front teeth, and he~' '~rately reached up and jerked off the first shell buKon`-s~e is~all right,' he announced defiantly. 'But I will

~Fange!' i

~Nacoya swore under her breath. She was~

tired to manhandle wilful liKle boys. She=~

ng his cheek, which shocked him into a

 

leasped \enough to defeat thought, and tbe

k . Uddenly~ards in the corridor were distractedn~fe ~n his ba~footfall as a black-clothed figuree fell withOu~ the screen.

 

ahcross the sunligh~ nearest reeled aside with-a

fl ~aCoya felt the thud~assassin's shadow slicedcaugh [n`5htinAhve~y attuned~`t toppled with a cu thea long nto he wooden

nd Cush~ons S=n~d flung h~m
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The First Adviser called for the guards, but her voice wasaged and weak. Her warning went unheard. Ayakiscreamed now in blind rage, intent on disentangling himselffrom his bedclothes. Only Nacoya saw his peril, and theservants bleeding out their lives on the nursery floor.

'Demon!' she said again, but this time to the blackclothedfigure of the tong assassin. He had pulled anotherknife from his belt, and a cord looped the fingers of his lefthand. His face was hidden behind a black gauze caul; hisfists were gloved. Nothing showed but his eyes as he stalkedto take his victim, the boy who was Mara's heir. OnlyNacoya stood in his way. Already the knife rose for a throwto cut her down.

 

'No!' Nacoya flung forward as the knife left his hand. Shemade a dive for his left wrist and the cord held ready forAyaki's throat. The blade flashed over the First Adviser'shead and thunked in the plaster wall.

 

The assassin cursed and side-stepped. But Nacoya caughthis garrotte. Her nails tore through thin leather, raked hisknuckles like claws, and twisted in a deathgrip on the cord.'You won't.' She again called for guards, but her thin voicewas not equal to the task.

 

The assassin wasted no time in wrestling. His eyesnarrowed in contempt, and his right hand closed on awooden handle and drew the next knife in line on his belt.He seemed perversely delighted as he drove the point deepbetween the old woman's ribs.

 

Nacoya's lips curled back from her teeth with the pain.She hung on.

 

'Die, old women!' The assassin gave the knife a vicioustwist.

 

Nacoya shuddered. An agonized cry escaped her, but herhands tightened harder on the cord. 'He will not be killed indishonour,' she wrung out.

 

Behind her, Ayaki's cries died. He saw the knife in the
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wall above his head, and then the blood that snaked acrossthe floorboards. One of the fallen servants still quivered inhis death throes. Paralysed with terror, an orange shellbutton still clenched in one fist, Ayaki bit back a whimper.The assassin, he decided, must be Tasaio. With thatrealization, the courage that was his father's reasserted itselfin force.

 

'Attack!' he shouted. 'Attack!' And with his head filledwith visions of warriors, he scrambled from his pillows andbeat upon the intruder's thigh.

 

The tong took no notice. He shoved the knife deeper intoNacoya. Blood ran hot over his hand, soaking his glove as hejerked his garrotte from her grip. She crumpled quickly, fellover into Ayaki, and pinned the boy under her dying weight.

'The Good God's curse upon you,' she croaked hoarsely atthe tong. Her*strength inexorably ebbed. Ayaki wriggled free.

The assassin grabbed at the boy and tripped. Nacoya hadcaught his ankle, but her life was fading fast. The assassinrecovered instantly, stamped on her wrist, and yanked free.

Across the chamber, through failing vision, the oldwoman saw the guards had finally reacted. They chargedthrough the nursery doorway, their armour shining unbearablyin bright sunlight. With drawn swords they ran,bellowing battle cries, across the chamber toward the tong.

Behind her, the assassin pounced. Little Ayaki howledwrathfully. Nacoya struggled to raise her cheek from apuddle of pooling blood. She could not see but only hear thescuffle of Ayaki's bare feet drumming on the floorboards.Her vision went dark, and her dying thought was recognition:the cord was still tangled in her fingers. She had donenothing more than force the assassin to use his knives . . . Aboy who died honourably by the blade would still be dead.

'Ayaki,' she murmured, and then, heartbrokenly,'Mare . . .' as darkness took her.

 

~ ~F ~
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Kevin lunged, thrust, and cleared his sword. An enemy fellscreaming at his feet. He leaped over the thrashing, gutwoundedman, and met another. Somewhere in the fray hehad picked up a foe's shield, and it had saved his life. He hadtaken another cut in his left shoulder, and a glancing slashacross the ribs. His movements were hampered by the sting.Blood flowed over his bare skin and soaked soggily into hisloincloth. Every movement hurt. The enemy swordsmanexchanged three strokes with him before realizing he foughta slave. He snarled an oath and dodged past. Kevin stabbedhim unceremoniously from behind.

 

'Die for Tsurani honour,' the barbarian cried savagely.'Gods, please, let the runts keep being stupid.'

Let them keep underestimating his war skills, that Maramight stay alive.

 

But there were too many. Enemies kept sallying from thetrees. As Kevin whirled to stave off another attacker, herealized the Acoma were more than just surrounded. Theircircle was breached. Foes charged through and startedhacking at the bodies that lay across the litter whichsheltered Mara.

 

The Midkemian screamed like a banshee and ran a manthrough. He abandoned his blade in the corpse, snatched upanother from the ground. In the same unbroken movementhe kicked over the fallen litter. The wooden frame hammereddown, driving enemy soldiers into a scattered rushback; then the litter thumped to a rest, with Mara and hershield of dying bodyguard fenced underneath.

 

Kevin charged over the barrier. 'Back, you pig-lickingdogs!' He added obscenities in Tsurani and hurtled over thewreckage.

 

His blood-streaked, near-naked body and berserker'showl startled the lead ranks into hesitation. He landed on anarrow, felt the sting of its four-bladed head cut his heel, andcursed again in Yabon dialect. 'May Turakamu eat your
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heart for breakfast,' he ended, and then the swords came athim.

 

He could not parry so many. Nor could he wonder if hisuse of the litter for a ram had injured Mara. He onlyunderstood he would die here and was not pleased with theprospect.

 

A sword sliced his shin. He stumbled, fell, rolled. The airabove his head became bisected by weapons driving toimpale him. They narrowly bit earth; he felt the disturbeddirt strike his shoulders. He unlimbered his shield androlled hard over again, bringing it upward in a viciousblow to the groin of a man who moved too slowly. Kevin'sbody wedged at last under the canted litter. His searchingfingers encountered a fallen shield. He twisted, scrapingagainst wood, and came up with the shield in front. Hispalms stung as enemy blows rained down, momentarilythwarted.

 

'Gods, this can't last.' His curses now sounded suspiciouslylike crying. And the swords hammered his shield,incessantly. They split toughened needra hide and wood,and left him clutching splinters. Very far off, perhaps in thewood, he heard shouting and the clatter of more fighting.'Damn them, damn them.' He loosed a bitter laugh. 'We'redefeated, and still they want to butcher us.'

 

The sword sliced air with a whine and bit flesh. A blackhairedhead tumbled in a bouncing roll among

the bedclothes.

 

Still the Acoma guard kept yelling, and before the assassinfell, he had slashed the body three times. The corpsecollapsed in a ruck of sodden fabric, and shudderedconvulsively amid the cushions.

 

Spattered with the blood of the tong, and crying in wild-eyedterror, Ayaki wormed out from under the corpse. Agash on his young neck bled freely, and he threw himself
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mindlessly against the wall in an attempt to escape fromstark terror.

 

'Fetch Keyoke,' cried the warrior with the dripping swordto the other who bent over the body of Nacoya. 'There maybe other assassins!'

 

The slap of running sandals sounded outside the screen asarmed warriors rushed through the courtyard garden.Drawn by the disturbance, they saw the puddled blood andcorpses through the screen, and almost instantly a secondStrike Leader arrived, giving fast orders for a groundssearch, while detailing $ix men to surround the Acoma heir.

A moment later, Jican appeared, his composure vanishingas he saw the carnage on the nursery floor. He shoved hisload of slates into the hands of the stupefied slave whofollowed him and, in atypical haste, threaded a paththrough a room suddenly filled with armed men. Beyond awall of sticky cushions crouched the Acoma heir, poundingthe wall with bruised fists and screaming, 'Minwanabi,Minwanabi, Minwanabi!'

 

The warriors who gathered to help seemed unwilling totouch him.

 

'Ayaki, come here, it's over,' Jican said firmly.

The little one appeared not to hear. Mara's hadonrareached out anyway. He ignored the child's flinch from histouch, extracted the traumatized boy from the mess, andbundled him against robes that smelled like chalk instead ofslaughter.

 

'Let's get him out of here,' he instructed the nearestwarrior. 'Get the healer. He's injured.' Looking at themotionless forms of Nacoya and the two nurses, he said,'And somebody find out if he has a nurse left alive.'

The blows on the shield redoubled. Kevin yanked one handaway from the rim, an instant before losing a finger. He was

dimly aware of a heave of movement in the bodies behind
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his hip, as one of the mortally injured warriors he leaned onthrust a dagger handle into his palm.

 

'Defend our Lady,' croaked a voice. 'She's alive.'

Kevin rejected the defeated realization that she could notremain so much longer. Naked and bleeding and half-crazedwith battle fury, he accepted the blade, reached under therim of the shield, and stabbed an enemy foot. The knife waspromptly lost as the skewered enemy jerked with a screamof rage.

 

'Happy dancing,' wished the barbarian, turned drunkenwith blood loss and adrenaline. He took a moment to noticethat the blows on the shield had stopped.

 

Hands in green-lacquered gauntlets caught the rim amoment later and strongly lifted the b-attered wreckageaway. Kevin peered up, blinking against the sun. Throughvision that danced with dizziness he made out an officer'splume and the face of the Acoma Force Commander.

Relief overturned his sense of humour. 'Thank the godsyou're here,' he said. 'We found ourselves in a sticky situation.'

Lujan regarded Kevin's bloodied hands and the drippinggash on his forearm. 'Happy dancing?' he quoted, puzzled.

'Later,' Kevin muttered. 'I'll explain everything later.'

He turned awkwardly against the pain of his bleedingside, and cursed bilingually. He felt sick, and the sun was toobright.

 

'Where is our Lady?' Lujan demanded, sharply now, andtaut with worry.

 

Kevin blinked bemusedly at the overturned litter. Acomadead lay crushed like so many impaled beetles underneath:

'Light of Heaven, not under there!' Lujan called anotherorder that to Kevin's ears sounded like noise. Then manyhands were reaching down and dragging his battered bodyout from under the splinters.

 

'Don't,' Kevin protested weakly. 'I want to know ifMara . . .' words were hard; the air burned his lungs.
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Still protesting, he was pushed supine on the ground, anddarkness closed over his ears just before the shouts ofamazed discovery from the warriors who righted the litter;they sorted the tangle of dead and injured and found abloodstained, crumpled figure who was not conscious buthad no wound beyond a purple bruise on her head.

Mara was laid on the soft, dry moss by the spring.Surrounded by a hundred soldiers, her head pillowed inLujan's lap, she roused as a rag that dripped icy waterbathed the lump on her brow. 'Keyoke?' she murmured asher eyes first flickered open.

 

'No,' her Force Commander answered gently. 'Lujan,mistress. But Keyoke was the one who sent me here. Hethought you might run into trouble.'

 

Mara stirred, faintly reproving. 'He's not your commander,but my Adviser for War.'

 

Lujan stroked the hair from his mistress's face and gaveher his most insolent smile. 'Old habits die hard. When myold commander says jump, I jump.'

 

Mara shifted painfully. She seemed battered and sore in ahundred places. 'I should have listened.' Her eyes clouded.'Kevin,' she said. 'Where is he?'

 

Lujan inclined his head toward his field healer, whocrouched over a second figure Lying on the r,moss. 'Hesurvived. In a loincloth, without armour, and with a hero'scomplement of wounds. Ayee, what a warrior that man is.'

'Wounds!' Mara shoved up in distress, and Lujan

required a surprising amount of strength to keep her quiet.

'Lady, be still. He will live, though he'll have a pretty setof scars. He might limp, and he will be a long timeregaining full use of his left hand. The muscles were badlyslashed.'

 

'Brave Kevin.' Mara's voice shook. 'He saved me. Myfoolishness almost killed him.'

 

Her Force Commander touched her again, almost
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tenderly. 'It is a pity the man is a slave,' he commiserated.'Such courage deserves only the highest honour.'

The air suddenly hurt to breathe; Mara turned her faceinto Lujan's shoulder and shivered. Perhaps she wept,soundless in misery; if she did, the officer who comfortedher would never expose her shame. Somehow he understoodthat her agony did not stem from her narrow escape inthe glen alone. And his abiding love and devotion wouldnever permit him to acknowledge his Lady had betrayedherself in a moment of public weakness. The surroundingsoldiers quickly found tasks to occupy themselves, allowingMara her moment of release.

 

The Lady of the Acoma wept for Kevin, whose bold spirithad captured hers, and whose actions had finally made herunderstand beyond denial that he was not, and never wouldbe, a slave.

 

She would have to set him free, and that could not be donewithin the borders of the Empire of Tsuranuanni. To givehim his due, to acknowledge him as a man, she was going tolose him forever. Following through that realization wasgoing to be the hardest thing she had ever undertaken.

Regrouping from the ambush in the forest took the betterpart of the day. The bodies of the slain warriors had to begathered up onto makeshift litters for rites and cremation athome; the enemy dead were left as food for jagunas andother carrion eaters. Lujan sent out scouts, who returnedfrom the appointed place of rendezvous with reports thatthe Hanqu were nowhere in evidence.

 

Mara took this news badly: that her proposed meetingwith Lord Xaltepo was unequivocally fiction and moreprobably a Minwanabi plot. She fretted, too tired to keepstill even in the heat, and worried now for more than Kevin'shurts.

 

'Tasaio does not strike just once,' she complained to
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Lujan, as the gloom of twilight fell around the firelitencampment of warriors. 'Though our wounded will sufferfor being moved, we must return home tonight.'

Her Force Commander did not argue the necessity, butstrode off and mustered his warriors and efficiently madearrangements to depart. Battle-weary and bandaged, thethree survivors from Mara's original guard were givenplaces of honour at the head of the march. Kevin and twolitter-borne wounded were carried next, and after them, thehonourably slain. Mara insisted on staying afoot. Herbearers lived, but with their trained ability to manageburdens without jostling, they were assigned to carry theinjured. The Lady of the Acoma walked beside her unconsciousbody slave. Kevin had been given a draught for hispain that left him deeply asleep. She held his unbandagedhand and alternated between aching sorrow and fury.

She had not heeded warnings that Tasaio might havecompromised Arakasi's network. She had seen only hergrowing power, had been lured into thinking that becauseshe was now Clan Warchief, it was her natural due thatlesser families should clamour for her favour. Nacoya hadcautioned her; Keyoke had most pointedly avoided aconfrontation with her, precisely that he could be free toforestall the disaster of the trap she had foolishly conceded

to Tasaio.

 

Twenty-seven good warriors from her honour guard weredead. Lujan had lost another twelve in the course of herrescue, and Kevin might never walk again without a limp.

The price was far too high.

 

Mara clenched her hand, then belatedly relaxed her grip;she squeezed only Kevin, who had stood as staunchly as anyof her warriors. She did not feel the stones under her feet, ornotice the occasional hand on her elbow as Lujan steadiedher over the gullies. She barely noticed the coming and goingof the scout patrols, as they repeatedly swept the surrounding woods for enemies; she thought only upon the shame ofher own false pride; and she wondered, over and over, whatshe would say to Arakasi.

 

The moon set. The darkness under the trees matched thedarkness in Mara's heart as she marched numbly, dwellinglong and hard on recriminations until she reached theborders of her estate.

 

Another patrol of soldiers awaited her there, armed andcarrying torches. Mara was weary enough that it took her amoment to realize the anomaly of this added company'spresence. Lujan was speaking with the Patrol Leader, and asshe heard Ayaki's name, a chill washed over her, frightjolting her alert.

 

She pushed away from Kevin's litter and hurried to herForce Commander's side. 'What has happened to my son?'

Lujan caught her shoulders firmly. 'He is alive, my Lady.'

That reassurance did not blunt the edge of Mara'surgency. Even in the wind-caught flicker of the torch light,the reporting Patrol Leader's face showed strain. Terrifiedthat the disaster that had overtaken her might not have beenconfined to the glen, Mara demanded, 'Has there been anattack upon my house?'

 

'My Lady, an assassin was sent.'The Patrol Leader terselybowed. Trained`1 by Keyoke to be concise, he delivered thenews like a battle report. 'Ayaki suffered a minor cut, but isotherwise unharmed. Two nurses died, and Nacoya, FirstAdviser, was killed in the child's defence. The estate groundshave been searched, with no sign of other enemies found.The assassin apparently stole in alone. Keyoke reinforced allborder patrols and sent us to bolster your escort.'

But Mara heard none of the details, past knowledge thatAyaki had suffered hurt and that Nacoya, who had been amother to her since childhood, was dead. Her knees feltweak, and her mind was shocked past thinking. She did notfeel the arm that Lujan slipped under her elbow to steady
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her. She heard but did not comprehend the words her ForceCommander said to the Patrol Leader, dispatching a runnerto fetch a replacement litter.

 

Nacoya was dead, and Ayaki injured. She needed Kevin'sarms around her, and the comfort of his love through thisnightmare; but he lay bandaged in a litter, unconscious froma healing draught.

 

Mara stumbled forward. The night felt bitterly desolate.Trouble seemed to roost unseen in the dark, and the roadthrough her own prayer gate seemed menacing with unnameddanger.

 

'I must go home,' she said blankly.

 

'Lady, we shall take you there with all haste.' Lujansnapped orders to his company, and the patrol integratedwith the guard already surrounding the Lady and herwounded and dead. Then, without awaiting the runner'sreturn with the litter, the warriors marched for the estatehouse.

 

Mara hurried in a numb haze of disbelief. Nacoya wasdead; that fact seemed incomprehensible. The Lady felt sheought to be crying. Instead, she could not see past placingone stumbling foot in front of the other. She was aware ofthe Patrol Leader giving the details of the assassin's raid toLujan, but inside her head she could hear only Nacoya'svoice, scolding and scolding her for folly, vanity, andheadstrong actions.

 

Ayaki had been injured.

 

Her heart cried out in outrage, anger, and grief, that oneso little should ever be threatened by the machinations of theGreat Game. She thought blasphemies: Kevin was right;deaths for political gains were a senseless, cruel waste. Hersense of family honour warred outright with her pain. How

narrowly Tasaio had missed ending the Acoma line in thepassage of a single day!

 

Keyoke's wisdom, Nacoya's courage, a slave's disregard
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of propriety: those had been all that stood between herhouse and total destruction. Almost, Minwanabi hadfulfilled his blood oath to Turakamu. Chills chased overMara's flesh. She remembered the rain of arrows that hadhissed over her head, even as Kevin's weight had knockedher down, out of the way. She hurried faster, and did notprotest when the litter at last arrived and Lujan caught herup in his arms and bundled her inside without pause tobreak his stride.

 

These bearer slaves were fresh. Mara signalled Lujan t oappoint an honour guard and let the other soldiers escortingthe wounded and dead proceed more slowly. Distraughtbeyond restraint, she screamed for the slaves to sprint thelast quarter mile to the lighted hall of the estate house.

Keyoke met her there, grim and wearing armour from thewaist up. He had donned his old helm, shorn of plumes, andhis sword was strapped to his side, prepared for the worst ifword came back that his mistress had been killed in theforest.

 

Mara stumbled out of her litter before Lujan could catchher hand. She flung herself into the arms of the old warrior,and with her cheek against his hard breastplate, she foughtto hold back tears.

 

Keyoke stood staunch on his crutch, and his free handstroked her hair. 'Mara-anni,' he said in his deep voice,using the diminutive as a father might address a beloveddaughter. 'Nacoya died most bravely. She will be sung intothe halls of Turakamu with all of the honours of a warriorand make proud the Acoma name.'

 

Mara repressed a deep, shuddering sob. 'My son,' shegasped. 'How is he?'

 

Over her bent head, the Adviser for War and Lujanexchanged a quick look. Needing no words, the ForceCommander gently took Mara's elbow and eased herweight off Keyoke.
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We shall go at once to see Ayaki,' the older adviser said.He pointedly did not ask after her crumpled appearance, orthe evidence of bloodstains on her robe. 'Your son sleeps,attended by Jican. The cut on his neck was attended topromptly, but he lost a lot of blood. He will be well enoughin time, but you should know; we could not stop his crying.He has had a terrible shock.'

 

Mara froze, resisting all attempts to lead her away.'Kevin,' she said frantically. 'I want him brought to mychambers and tended there.'

 

Lady,' Lujan said firmly. 'I already presumed to giveorders to that end.' He caught her more firmly around thewaist and propelled her into the corridor that led to herchambers. Someone thoughtful, probably Jican, hadordered every lamp lit, so no step she took was in shadow.

Again the eyes of Force Commander and Adviser for Warmet. Keyoke knew that Mara's party had suffered ambush;he was impatient to hear the details. Lujan nodded inwordless indication that he would relate the event, but outof Mara's hearing. She had grief enough in her heart withoutbeing made to endure a repetition of the day's unpleasantness.

 

They reached her private apartments. The screens wereopened wide and attended by a dozen armed warriors.Inside, half-lost in a sea of cushions, a small figure lay withwhite bandages wrapped around his neck. Someone sat withhim; Mara did not look to see whom, but pulled herself outof Lujan's hold and fell to her knees by her child. Shetouched him, transparently surprised by his warmth. Then,tenderly cautious of his hurts, she gathered him into herarms. She wept then, beyond all control, and her tears rinsedAyaki's cheek.

 

Her officers averted their faces in staunch disregard of hershame, and the person sitting on the cushions tactfully roseto leave.
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Mara glanced through brimming eyes and identifiedJican. 'Stay,' she said shakily. 'All of you, stay. I don't wantto be here alone.'

 

For a very long time the lanterns burned, while she sat androcked her young son.

 

Later in the night, after Kevin had been placed on a mat byAyaki's side, Mara ordered the lights put out. She dismissedKeyoke, Jican, and Lujan to their long-deserved rest, and,guarded by a relief watch of warriors at every entrance tothe house, she sat in silent vigil over her loved ones. Shethought, and saw too clearly where selfishness had steeredher near to ruin. Her arrogant assumption of the ClanWarchief's seat now seemed the act of an idiot.

She did not undress for bed, though the healer who cameperiodically to check on his two charges begged her to take adraught to bring rest. Her eyes stung unpleasantly fromcrying, and she did not wish the oblivion of sleep. Guiltweighed upon her heart, and too many thoughts upon hermind. At dawn she gathered her courage, rose stiffly fromher cushions, and left her room and her loved ones. Alone,watched only by her guarding soldiers, she moved like awaif through darkened corridors to the nursery, where thebody of the woman who had raised her had been laid on abier of honour.

 

Nacoya's bloody robes had been changed for rich silksbordered by Acoma green. Her wrinkled old hands lay atpeace by her sides, sheathed in soft leather gloves to hide thecruel cuts from the assassin's cord, and the knife that hadslain her rested on her breast, as badge of homage toTurakamu that she had died a warrior's death. Her face,nested in silver-white hair, seemed more peaceful than itever had in sleep. Cares and arthritis and hairpins that neverstayed straight could not trouble her now. Her loyal years ofservice were over.
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Mara felt fresh tears spring under her swollen eyelids.'Mother of my heart,' she murmured. She sank to thecushions beside the dead woman and gathered up one coldhand. She fought and steadied her voice. 'Nacoya, knowyour name shall be honoured with the ancestors of theAcoma, and your ashes shall be spread inside the walls of thesacred glade, within the garden of the natami. Know theblood you spilled today was Acoma blood, and that you areas family and kin.' Here Mara paused, as her breath caught.She raised her face in the grey light coming through thescreens and looked out into the mist that clothed the lands ofher people.

 

,'Mother of my heart,' she resumed, shamefully unsteady,

'I did not listen to you. I was selfish, and arrogant, andcareless, and the gods took your life for my folly. But hearme; I can still learn. Your wisdom lives yet in my heart, andon the morrow when your ashes are delivered to the gods, Iwill swear this promise: I will send the barbarian Kevin

away, and write a betrothal contract to Shinzawai askingfor marriage with Hokanu. These things I will do before theseason turns, wise one. And to my sorrow, to the end of mydays, I will regret that I chose not to heed while you werealive at my side.'

 

Mara gently laid the withered hand back at the deadwoman's side. 'Not enough did I tell you this, Nacoya: Iloved you well, mother of my hears,' she ended, 'and I thankyou for the life of my son.'
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Breakthrough

 

The drums stilled.

 

Silence fell over the grounds of the Acoma estate for thefirst time since the funeral rites three days past. The priestsof Turakamu summoned for the occasion packed their claymasks and departed in single-file procession. Only the redbunting on the front door posts remained as a visiblereminder of the recently departed; but to Mara the estatehouse would never again seem the secure haven she recalledfrom her childhood.

 

She was not alone in her disquiet. Ayaki cried himself tosleep at nights; Kevin rested beside him, a strange ghostlyfigure in white bandages, who cheered him when he couldwith stories, called servants to light lanterns when the boylay trembling in the dark, and calmed him when he woke updistraught from nightmares. Mara sat often at the boy'sbedside, quiet, or speaking desultorily with Kevin. She triedto ignore the twelve warriors who stood guard at eachwindow and door. Now she could not pass even theshadows beneath the shrubs in her gardens without lookingsideways for assassins.

 

After an exhaustive search, Lujan's trackers had discoveredthe dead assassin's trail onto her estate; the killerhad taken time to complete his infiltration, here spending anight in a tree, and there leaving a depression under a hedgewhere he had lain for hours, waiting motionless for a breakbetween patrols or a servant to pass. Plainly Tasaio of theMinwanabi had reversed his tactics since the Night of theBloody Swords. Where numbers and sheer force had failedbefore, his most recent attempt had been furtive, involving

just a single man. Lujan did not have soldiers enough to beatevery bush and vine and fence row daily to search forlurking intruders. The Acoma sentries had not been the leastbit lax; simply, the estate lands were too wide and too opento be maintained in flawless security.

 

Nacoya and a patrol of brave warriors were ashes, butaching failure lingered in Mara's mind. A week passedbefore she steadied enough to ask for Arakasi.

The hour was late evening, and Mara sat in her studybeside a nearly untouched supper tray. Her request for theSpy Master's presence had been carried by her little runnerslave, who now bowed until his forehead touched the waxedfloor.

 

'Lady,' he said, still prone. 'Your Spy Master is not here.Jican regrets to inform you that he left your lands within thehour after the attack upon your person and son. He told noone of his destination, nor did he give a date for his return.'

Seated on her cushions under the hot lamplight, Marastayed motionless for so long that the slave boy began totremble.

 

She stared at the painted murals commissioned by her lasthusband, Buntokapi, the ones that depicted bloody battlescenes in rioting brilliance. From the rapt look on Mara'sface, she appeared to be seeing them for the first time. It wasmost unlike the mistress not to notice her slave boy'sdiscomfort, for she was fond of him, and patted him oftenon the head when he rendered quick service.

 

'Lady?' he offered timorously, when minutes passed andhis knees began to ache.

 

Mara stirred and came back to herself. She realized themoon stood well up in the sky beyond the screen, and thewicks burned low in her oil lamps, 'You may retire,' shebade with a sigh.

 

The boy scurried from the room in grateful haste. Maracontinued as she was, while servants entered and removed
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...` "~U~I]CU ul~nes. DUt sne waved away the maids whoexpected her to retire, and stayed toying with a dry quillpen,a blank parchment sheet spread before her. Hours passed,and she did not write. Night insects sang in the gardenbeyond the screens, and the relief watch changed guard atmidnight.

 

It simply was not conceivable that Arakasi was a traitor;and yet, in low words, members of her household suggestedso. Mara twisted the pen, anguished. She had delayed anyformal summons, hoping the man would present himselfand prove beyond any question he had no part in Tasaio'sattempt on her house. Keyoke had stayed closemouthed onthe subject, and the usually outspoken Saric was reluctant tospeak. Even Jican took care not to linger for a chat after hisreports on estate finance. Mara tossed the quill pen asideand massaged her temples with her fingers.

 

It was most painfully plain that Arakasi could be suspect.

Were he to turn coat, her danger was multiplied. Over theyears, he had been entrusted with her household's deepestsecrets. There was no aspect of her affairs that he did notknow intimately. And he detested the Minwanabi as she did.

Or did he?

 

Mara sweated in torment. If his desire for revenge hadbeen an act, what better ploy to gain her confidence than torevile the same enemy that had ruined her father andbrother?

 

Arakasi, who was so gifted at changing roles and guises;he was a consummate actor, easily capable of feigningpassionate hatred.

 

Mara closed her eyes and recalled conversations betweenherself and Arakasi over the years. The man couldn't havebetrayed her. Could he? She sighed, indulging herself in thatsimple release in the privacy of her quarters. She was certainin her heart that Arakasi couldn't be a Minwanabi agent;the hatred for Tasaio and his family was too real, but could
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someone else have turned the Spy Master? Someone whocould, perhaps, offer Arakasi a better position from whichto conduct his war against the Minwanabi? With the pricefor that more secure position the Acoma's betrayal?

Mara's fingers tightened until they left white marks on herflesh. If the Spy Master was the relli in her nest, everythingshe had done was for naught. At this moment Nacoya'scarping would have been welcome, a sign that errors couldbe rectified.

 

But the old woman was now ashes, dust amid the dust of athousand Acoma ancestors whose honour Mara wasentrusted to keep.

 

Again she tormented herself with the question: Howcould she have held such a deep, instinctive rapport with aman who wished her harm? How could she?

 

The night held no answers.

 

Mara dropped tired hands in her lap and regarded herabandoned quill pen. Though the lamps blazed brightly

around her, and her best guards stood vigilant at her door,

she felt cornered. With a hand that shook distressingly, shereached out and took up pen and parchment. She scrapeddried ink from the nib, dipped it in the waiting ink jar, andwrote in formal style in the centre of the top of the page thename of Kamatsu of the Shinzawai.

 

An extended interval passed before she could force herselfto continue. Neither could she simplify her pain by sending aservant to fetch her scribe. Her promise to Nacoya wassacred. In her own hand, she completed the ritual phrases ofthe proposal for marriage, asking Kamatsu's honoured son,Hokanu of the Shinzawai, to reconsider after her formerrefusal, and take her hand as consort of the Lady of the

Acoma.

 

Tears welled in Mara's eyes as she reacted the final line,added her signature, and affixed her family chop. She folded

and sealed the document quickly, clapped for a servant, andgave her instructions with her throat tight with emotion.

'Have this paper delivered at once to the marriage brokersin Sulan-Qu. They are to present it with all speed toKamatsu of the Shinzawai.'

 

The servant accepted the paper and bowed before hismistress. 'Lady Mara, your will shall be carried out at firstlight.'

 

Mara's brows gathered instantly into a frown. 'I said, atonce! Find a messenger and send the document with allspeed!'

 

The servant prostrated himself on the floor. 'Your will,Lady.'

 

She waved him impatiently away. If she noted his quickand puzzled glance at the darkness beyond the screen, shedid not call him back in allowance for the unreasonablehour. If she delayed the proposal to Kamatsu until morning,she knew well she would not be able to send the documenton at all. Better the messenger stand a few hours in the dark,waiting for the broker to arise, than risk another opportunityto change her mind and break her vow.

 

The chamber suddenly seemed too stifling, and the scentof the akasi cloying. Mara shoved her writing table aside.Filled with a desperate need to see Kevin, she stumbled toher feet and hurried down the lit corridors, past rows ofvigilant guards, to the nursery wing.

 

At the entrance, half-blind in the sudden dark, Marahesitated. She blinked back a fresh flood of tears and waitedfor her eyes to adjust; the pungent healer's herbs andpoultice scents lay heavily upon the air. Finally, she crossedthe threshold.

 

Moonlight turned the closed screen copper and carved therows of watchful warriors outside into dark silhouettes. Inno way comforted by their vigilance, Mara made her way tothe mat where Kevin lay, his bandages white smears in the
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gloom, and his torso twisted in the sheets as though his resthad been troubled. She paused, looked to Ayaki, andreassured herself that the boy was more settled, asleep withhis mouth open, his hands half-curled on his pillow. Thescratch on his neck was healing more quickly than Kevin'shurts, which had been treated less promptly in the field. Butthe assassin had left more lasting marks on the little boy'smind. Relieved he did not suffer another nightmare, Maramoved past, careful not to disturb him. She dropped to herknees by Kevin's mat and tugged to disentangle his limpweight from the constricting snarl of the bedclothes.

He stirred at her touch and opened his eyes. 'Lady?'

Mara silenced his murmur with her lips.

 

Kevin reached up left-handed and captured her aroundthe waist. Strong despite his injuries, he pulled her to him.'I've missed you,' he whispered in her hair. His hand moved,and under his practised manipulation, her light loungingrobe fell open.

 

Mara buried her grief and strove to match his lighthumour. 'My healer threatened dire consequences if I cameto your bed and tempted you past restraint. He said yourwounds could still open.'

 

'Damn him for being a grandmother,' Kevin said amiably.'My scabs do well enough, except when he chooses to pickat them.' Sure and warm, the Midkemian stroked her breastwith the back of his fingers. Then he hugged her tighter.'You're my cure, all by yourself.'

 

Mara shivered, half from sadness, half from poignantarousal. She banished the painful wish that the marriagecontract to Hokanu could be recalled, and snuggled closer.'Kevin,' she began.

 

From her tone, he realized she was anguished. He gave herno chance to speak, but leaned across and kissed her. Herarms clasped him around the shoulders, avoiding hisbandages. Kevin cradled her, instinctively offering her what
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his soul knew she needed; and in familiar and naturalcompanionship, they lapsed into lovemaking. His enthusiasmseemed in no way diminished, except that he fell asleepvery quickly after his passion was spent.

 

Mara stretched out at his side, her eyes wide open in thedark. She ran her hands over her flat belly, much aware thather tryst in the nursery had not been planned with propriety.She had taken no elixir of teriko weed, to prevent conception,Nacoya would have been shrill with reprimand overthe lapse.

 

Nacoya would have been wise.

 

By the dim, filtered moonlight, Mara studied Kevin'sprofile, nested amid-a tangle of red hair. She found she didnot wish to be wise. Marry Hokanu she must, if Kamatsuwould allow,~end he would have her; but if Kevin was to besacrificed, she did not possess the will to relinquish his loveand her happiness without any trace of a tie.

 

Foolish she might be, even selfish. But she wanted Kevin'schild. All she had accomplished had been for the honour ofher family name and ancestry. Her heart felt battered, eatenup by rulership's endless griefs. This one thing she had tohave for herself.

 

'I love you, barbarian,' she whispered soundlessly in thedark. 'I shall always love you.' Her tears flowed freely, for avery long time after that.

 

A week passed, and another week' and the healer permittedKevin short bouts out of bed. He found Mara seated in theeast garden, the one the kitchen staff used for growingherbs. Clad in the light, loose robes she habitually used formeditation, she had set her discipline aside to sit amid dustystems of aromatic plants and watch the front road.Messengers came and went, mostly on Jican's errands.Whether she studied the traffic or whether she was lost inthought did not matter.
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'You're moping again,' Kevin accused, setting aside thecane he used to keep his weight off the leg that had taken thesword cut.

 

Mara twisted a mangled bit of greenery between herhands. It had once been a slender tire branch, now wilted,stripped entirely of its spicy leaves. Peeled strips of barkemitted a heady, pungent odour on the noon-heated air. TheLady who tortured the sprig did not answer.

 

Kevin settled with some difficulty beside her, his wrappedleg stretched out before him. He lifted the poor stem fromher hands, and sighed at the sap beneath her fingernails.

'She was a mother to me, and more,' Mara said unexpectedly.

'

I know.' He did not need to ask if she spoke of Nacoya.His response was gentle. 'You need to cry more, spill yourgrief out and let it go.'

 

Mara stiffened, sharp-edged. 'I've cried enough!'

Kevin tilted his head to one side and shoved his fingersthrough unruly hair. 'You people never cry enough,' hecontradicted. 'Uncried tears remain inside you, like poison.'

He did not intend to drive Mara away; but she roseabruptly and he could not regroup in time to follow, notwith his leg bound in splints. By the time he reached his feet,found his cane, and pursued, she had disappeared throughthe hedges. He decided it would be tactless to give chase.Tonight, in bed, he would try once again to console her. Butforgetting the tragedy that had upset her was not possible,with soldiers in armour standing guard almost everywhereone stepped. The assassin might not have killed Ayaki, butthe event had left other damage. Troubled, withdrawn inunhappiness, Mara could find no peace within the walls ofher own home.

 

Kevin shuffled out of the herb garden and decided to seek

out young Ayaki. In a sheltered courtyard, out of sight ofthe house servants, he had been teaching the boy how to
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fight with a knife. It might be forbidden for a slave to handleweapons, but on the Acoma estate none would interfere.True Tsurani, they all looked away from this latest breach ofprotocol. Kevin's loyalty was proven, and he reasoned thatthe boy might stop screaming from bad dreams if he learneda few tricks in self-defence.

 

But today the courtyard was not deserted when Kevinarrived with a purloined kitchen knife and the Acoma heir intow. Keyoke rested in the shade under the ulo, two woodenpractice swords between his knees. He saw Kevin, and thecontraband, and a rare smile creased his eyes. 'If you aregoing to train the young warrior, someone should be onhand to see that the job is done properly.'

 

Kevin grinned insouciantly. 'The lame leading the lame?'He looked down, ruffled Ayaki's dark hair, and laughed.'What do you say, little tiger, to the idea of beating up twoold men?'

 

Ayaki responded with an Acoma battle cry that causedthe servants within earshot to dive for cover.

Mara heard the shout from the secluded corner of the kekaligarden where she had chosen to make her retreat. Thecorners of her mouth lifted with the barest trace ofamusement, and then stilled; her melancholy stayed inforce. The sun beat down, sucking life and the colour fromthe glade. The bushes seemed grey in the glare, the deepindigo flowers scorched at the edges from the heat. Marapaced the walkways, fingering her mourning robe's redtassels. Almost, she seemed to hear Nacoya's ghost behindher.

 

'Daughter of my heart,' the old woman seemed to say,'you are foolish and thrice to be pitied if you persist with thisidea of bearing a child to Kevin. A messenger will bereturning from the marriage broker's any day with wordfrom Kamatsu of the Shinzawai. Dare you enter into
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marriage with the son of an honourable house whilecarrying a slave's baby To do so would shame the Acomaname past all mending.'

 

'Then I will tell Hokanu outright whether or not I am withchild,' Mare interrupted the imaginary voice.

 

She stepped around a gardener who raked away deadgrowth, and meandered aimlessly down another path.Behind her, the servant set his tool aside and followed.

'Lady,' called a voice as soft as velvet.

 

Mara's heart missed a beat. With the blood gone cold inher veins, she slowly turned around. Fear raised a sweat onher body. She examined the servant in his sun-faded robes:Arakasi... With a grace quite outside the ordinary, heapproached holding a dagger. As a cry of alarm was almoston her lips, he prostrated himself on the gravel path and heldout the blade, hilt first.

 

'Mistress,' said Arakasi, 'I beg your permission to take mylife with my dagger.'

 

Mara stepped involuntarily back, numbed by shock.'Some say you betrayed me,' she blurted, clumsily, withoutthought. Her words were accusingly rough.

 

Almost, Arakasi seemed to flinch. 'No, mistress, neverthat.' He paused, then added in a tortured tone, 'I failedyou.' He was gaunt. The gardeners robe hung awkwardlyover his shoulders, and his hands were drawn as oldparchment. His fingers did not shake.

 

Suddenly desperate for shade, or any sort of surceasefrom the sun, Mara swallowed. 'I trusted you.'

Arakasi moved no muscle, unmercifully exposed by thedaylight; all of his deceptions seemed stripped away. He

looked like an ordinary servant, worn, honest, and frail.Mara had never noticed before the attenuated bone structureof his wrists. He said, his voice as whipped as hisappearance, 'The five spies in the Minwanabi household aredead. By my order, they were killed, and the tong that I hired
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brought me their heads as surety. Eleven agents that passedtheir messages from Szetac Province lie dead also. Thosemen I killed with my own hand, mistress. You have no spiesin your enemy's house, but neither does Tasaio have anyavenue left to exploit. No one lives who might be forced tobetray you. Again, I beg leave to make atonement formyself. Allow me to take my life by the blade.'

He did not expect her to grant his request; he had been nomore than a grey warrior, once, and not born to service inher house.

 

Mara stepped back again and sat sharply upon a stonebench. Her sudden movement attracted her sentries' attention,and several came running to investigate. The officer incharge spotted the servant at her feet and recognized him forher Spy Master. The warrior signalled, and his small patrolclosed at a run. A heartbeat later, armoured hands seizedArakasi's outstretched wrists. Very fast, they dragged himupright and had him pinioned.

 

'Lady, what should we do with this man?' the PatrolLeader briskly demanded.

 

Mara watched, quite silent. The warriors, she noticed,handled their prisoner with care, as if he carried poison, oras though he might somehow strike back. Her gaze shiftedto encompass Arakasi's still face and his hollowed,shadowed eyes. No secrets lingered there. The Spy Masterseemed an empty husk, all his spirit sucked out of him. Heexpected an ending, a hanging, and his mien was desolate.The fire and the pride that, along with a razor-sharpintellect, had marked him apart were missing.

 

'Let him go,' she said dully.

 

The soldiers obeyed without question. Arakasi loweredhis arms, twitching his sleeves back into place out of habit.He stood with bowed head, and a seemingly endlesspatience that was painful to observe.

 

If he was acting, his extraordinary talent had her beaten.

The air seemed sluggish and heavy as Mara dragged inher breath. 'Arakasi,' she said slowly. Almost, she waitedfor a carping voice to raise protest; then she remembered.Nacoya was dead. She pushed on with the matter at hand.'You served as you saw fit. You and your networkprovided intelligence; you never guaranteed facts. Youhave not made decisions. 1, as your ruler, decide. If therehas been failure, or misjudgment, the blame must be minealone. Therefore, you shall not be permitted to take yourlife with your dagger. Instead, I ask pardon for my shame,for demanding more than a loyal man should ever beexpected to deliver. Will you still serve me? Will youcontinue to maintain your network, and bring ruin to theLord of the Minwanabi?'

 

Arakasi slowly straightened. His eyes grew penetrating,disquietingly, uncomfortably direct. Through the sun'sglare, and the dusty scent of the flowers, he appeared to seethrough flesh and read her invisible spirit. 'You are not likethe other rulers in this Empire,' he said, the velvet restored tohis voice. 'If I could dare to venture an opinion, I'd say youwere quite dangerously different.'

 

Mara lowered her eyes first. 'You may be right.' Shetwisted the jade rings on her hands. 'Will you still serve?'

'Always,' Arakasi said at once. He released a long,audible sigh. 'I have news, if you would hear it.'

'Later. You may go now, and refresh yourself.' WhenMara looked up, she watched her Spy Master off, the springin his step rejuvenated as he hurried away down the path.

'How did you determine he was innocent?' asked a patrolleader, just past his youth.

 

Mara shrugged slightly. 'I didn't. But I looked at him, andremembered his formidable competence at his job.' Shearose before her puzzled warriors, her eyes almost distantwith thought. 'Do you think, if such a man wanted me dead,that he would have bungled the task? If he were Tasaio's
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agent, or someone else's, the Acoma natami would be nomore. This I believe. So I trust him.'

 

Twilight threw a mantle of silver-green light over the gardenwhen Arakasi reappeared to make his report. He had eatenand bathed, and now wore a house servant's robe, tied witha crested green sash. His sandals were laced with meticulousperfection, and his hair had been freshly trimmed. Maranoticed these details as he bowed, and other servants walkedsoftly around her, lighting the first lamps of the evening.

He straightened, slightly hesitant. 'My Lady, your faith inme is not misplaced. I say again, as I did once before, that Iwould see your enemies dead and their names obliterated.Since the moment I swore by your natami, I have beenwholly Acoma.'

 

Mara received this reaffirmation in considerate silence. Atlength she clapped for a servant and asked for a tray of freshsliced fruit. When she and her Spy Master were alone oncemore, she said,.'! have not questioned your loyalty.'

Arakasi frowned and struck to the heart of the matter. 'Itis as important to me as my life that you do not.' He lookedat her, his dark eyes for once unshadowed. 'Lady, you areone of the few rulers in this Empire who thinks past ancienttraditions, and the only one willing to challenge them. 1might have come to serve you once out of shared hatred forthe Minwanabi. But now that has changed. I serve for youalone.'

 

'Why?' Mara's own gaze flashed up, also free of anyposturing.

 

The shadows of the lamps darkened as the sky deepenedoverhead. Arakasi made a gesture of impatience. 'You arenot afraid of change,' he observed. 'That one bold trait isgoing to take you far, perhaps even make your houselastingly great.' He paused, and a startlingly genuine smilelit his face. 'I want to be there, be part of that rise to power.
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The power itself does not interest me. But what can be donewith it- there I admit to shameful ambition. Times of greatchange are upon us, and this Empire has stayed settled in itsways for many centuries too long.' He sighed. 'I do notknow what can be done to alter our fate, but in more thanfifty years of life, I have met no other ruler more able toaccomplish reform.'

 

Mara released a quiet breath. For the first time since she hadknown the man, she realized that she had pierced through hisreserve. At long last, she looked upon the real motive thatdrove her most enigmatic adviser. Master of deceit, Arakasisat now stripped of deception. His face showed the longing ofan excited boy, and with that, she saw also that he careddeeply for her, and would provide her with anything she mightask. At last convinced that Nacoya had been right, that therewere limits beyond which no ruler should press a loyal heart toperform, she smiled. In the most banal tone she could manage,she said, 'You mentioned you had news?'

 

Arakasi's eyes sparkled with sudden enthusiasm. Hereached for a fruit slice and opened: 'The magicians havebeen very busy with a plot of their own, it appears. Therumours are intriguing, and almost beyond imagination.'

Settled back on her cushions in relief, Mara waved forhim to continue.

 

Finishing his snack with a neat swallow, Arakasi lickedhis teeth. 'It's very thought-provoking. The word is that tenGreat Ones from the Assembly went through the rift toMidkemia, along with three thousand Kanazawai warriors.A battle was fought, and wild speculation abounds concerningwhy. Some say the Emperor wished vengeance upon theKing of Isles for the traitorous slaughter at the peace talks.'Here the Spy Master held up a hand to forestall hismistress's eager questions. 'That's not the unbelievablemotive. Others say - persons in reliable offices - that themagicians made war upon the Enemy.'
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Mara looked blank.

 

'The Enemy,' Arakasi repeated. 'The one from the mythsbefore the Golden Bridge. Surely your teachers recitesstories to you as a child.'

 

Recalling those tales, recognition dawned. 'But those aretales!' Mare protested. She glanced around at the lamps, asif the shadows they cast might suddenly have grown largerand darker. 'Not real.' ;

 

Arakasi shook his head, mystified and excited at the sametime. 'So we thought,' he agreed. 'But who can rightly guesswhat enemies might challenge the Great Ones, particularlysince the renegade, Milamber, had his name mixed up in theevents? Those myths are older than history, as ancient as thenames of the brothers who began the Five Families. Howcan we judge what is truth in that long-distant past?'

Suddenly poignantly troubled, Mara bit her lip.'Kanazawai were involved? Then we can inquire what haspassed when I hear from Lord Kamatsu.' Her thoughtsskipped ahead. 'We could surmise that the Emperor'sinterference with the council might have been in cooperation with this action of the magicians.'

 

'So I presume.' Arakasi helped himself to another slice offruit. 'But that's speculation. My sources closest to the Lightof Heaven suggest negotiations may be under way for anexchange of prisoners between the Empire and the Kingdomof the Isles.'

 

'So the rift is opened!' Mara cut in. Her voice held astrangely emotional note.

 

Rightly attributing that to some concern with herbarbarian lover, Arakasi coughed lightly. 'None of what Itell is common knowledge. But it would seem that if youapplied again for a hearing in the right places, you might beable to gain the benefits of your trade concessions withMidkemia, at last.'

 

Mara seemed only distantly interested in a subject that
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had once been a hot source of frustration. Arakasi tactfullyI used the interval to clean off the last fruit on the tray. Herecalled Mara and Kevin's discussion of the rift inKentosani; the subject had revolved around granting thebarbarian his freedom. Cued by shrewd intuition, Arakasiknew the idea was emotionally painful.

 

'I will probe the issue for you, Lady, and try to find morefacts.'

 

Mara shot him a glance of wordless gratitude. 'ForKevin's sake,' she said in a small voice. 'He does not deserveto stay a slave.'

 

As if shrugging off the torments of unseen ghosts, theLady changed the subject. 'If power continues to shift awayfrom the council, there will be upheavals. Minwanabi willconsolidate his allies and make a bid to revive the Warlord'soffice.'

 

She sighed, frowned, and added, 'It would be nice if all ofus were alive to enjoy the gains of my exclusive trade rights.'Then her eyes narrowed. 'You had spies killed underTasaio's own roof, you said. Why, then, does our enemy stillbreathe?' ..

 

Arakasi settled his elbows on his knees like a killwingruffling feathers. 'My arm is not long enough to reachbeneath Tasaio's roof to take his head - but his servants?They are a long and different story.'

 

In the soft summer night, under a brilliance of lanternsand stars, he told her.

 

The servants were discovered, finally, in a lime pit in avegetable garden that was occasionally used for burials toenrich the soil; only the dishonoured were interred there,without rites, and where the stink of decomposition would

not waft beyond the domestics' quarters. The five corpseswere headless, and when the runner boy who made the findreported it to one of the overseers, the older staff member

understood at once that the master must be informed.Shaking in the knees, and ducking his white head inconsternation, he hastened off to report to Murgali.

The Minwanabi hadonra was hunched over ledger'stacked precariously high, doing his best to stay inconspicuous.All the household had felt Tasaio's temper sincehis ambush had failed to kill Mara. Bristling at th

interruption, he heard the house servant's news and cursedas be recognized its import. This matter of dead bodies was

not something he dared to ignore. i

 

'Go,' he commanded the house servant. 'Have the bodiesremoved from the garden and laid out in an empty bedsuite.'

 

As the old man left, Murgali arose, feeling tired. Hechafed an arthritic wrist, put on his softest slippers, and assoundlessly as he could shuffle, hastened to find Incomo.The Minwanabi First Adviser was perhaps the only personwho could approach Tasaio with impunity. As the hadonracrossed through the corridor that led to the nursery, ge

clicked his tongue; even the children were quiet, as if awareof their father's lingering wrath.

 

Incomo was none too pleased with the interruption,either. Sitting, dripping, in his bath, with a slave girl onequarter his age sponging his stringy back, he sighed soulfullyat the water that poured over his knees. 'This is mostinopportune,' he murmured in the direction of his privates.

Murgali bobbed agreement. 'Most. The corpses are beinginstalled in an empty bed suite. My Lord can examine themthere.'

 

Then, as Incomo heaved himself up from his tub andsubmitted to a rubdown by a towel slave, the hadonra stolehis moment to escape.

 

Left dry and naked and alone to carry the news, Incomoindulged in a rare string of oaths. He forwent his chance tofondle the slave girl who gave up her sponge to robe him,
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and that put him in a spiteful temper. He tied his tasselledbelt in a quick, irritable knot and set off to locate his Lordand master.

 

The search carried him from the dining chambers,through the grand hall, past innumerable meeting rooms,into and out of Tasaio's personal study, the scriptorium,and an exercise chamber; he finally ended his search on thearchery range that lay on the far side of the guards' barracks.By now Incomo was puffing, and sweaty as if he had not juststepped from his bath. He bowed and spoke verydeliberately and loudly, that his Lord could not mistake hispresence for that of another warrior.

 

Clad in the lightest silk robe and an incongruouslybattered war helm, Tasaio shot off seven arrows in rapidsuccession. They cracked with uncanny accuracy into asmall shield's centre, painted as a target, held upright by atrembling slave.

 

'Bodies,' snapped the Lord of the Minwanabi. Hepunctuated the word with another arrow, loosed whistlingbetween the slave's legs to smack into dry summer earth.

The slave flinched and forgot himself. He stepped back inwhite-faced terror.

 

Tasaio showed no change in expression. His next arrowtook the hapless man exactly in the hollow of the throat. 'Ihave told them, and told them, they are not to move!' TheLord snapped his fingers, and a servant rushed to relieve himof his bow and quiver. Tasaio stripped off his shooting glove,

and his amber eyes fumed to his First Adviser. 'By "bodies", Ipresume that you have located the missing Acoma spies?'

Incomo swallowed. 'Yes, Lord.'

 

'Five, you said,' Tasaio snapped back. 'But we knew onlythree.'

 

'Yes, Lord.' Incomo followed the proper step behind ashis master spun briskly and walked from the archerygrounds.

 

Tasaio pulled at the knuckles of his left hand, crackingeach of the joints. 'I will inspect the bodies. Now.'

'Of course, Lord.' Incomo stretched to keep up with thetaller warrior's stride, the sweat springing freely from hisface. When they reached the estate house, it took him someminutes to determine which bed suite housed the corpses.Domestic staff made themselves scarce, with the masterpresent, and he had to make too many inquiries to getanswers.

 

Tasaio tossed his helm to a hovering slave, then spent theinterval in coiled impatience. 'You have not been efficient,'he observed to Incomo, but fortunately he was in haste toinspect the corpses, and made no further comment. Hestrode the length of a painted corridor, shoved past abowing guard, and whipped aside a screen.

 

The stench of corrupted flesh wafted with the breeze of hismotion. Tasaio was unfazed. Apparently nerveless in thepresence of horrors, he entered the bed suite and knelt toexamine the dirt-streaked lumpish forms of what had oncebeen five men.

 

Incomo lingered outside the door. Engaged in a silentstruggle to control the heaving of his stomach, he watchedhis master finger the remains with long, inquisitive fingers.Tasaio ran his hand along an indentation in the neck of onebody, barely a hair's breadth below where the head hadbeen severed. 'This man was strangled,' he muttered. 'This isthe work of a tong assassin.' He examined the last body anddiscovered a tiny cloth fragment embroidered with a redflower, hidden in the corpse's robe. 'Hamoi!' He arose'showing his anger as he spun to address Incomo. 'After mygifts of metal, I should own that tong!'

 

The Minwanabi First Adviser interpreted his master'sglare as a warning. He bowed in instant obeisance. 'Lord,your gifts were copious.' ~

 

'This should not have happened!' Tasaio said in ice-cold:
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rage. 'Send a messenger at once. I would have the TongMaster before my dais to explain himself.'

 

Incomo sank lower. 'Your will, my Lord.'

 

He could not move his old knees fast enough to avoid theshove of Tasaio's elbow as the master shouldered throughthe doorway.

 

'Send this carrion back to the lime pit, then send word tomy wife,' the Lord barked at the nearest servant in earshot.'Tell her I wish a bath to remove the stink of rot from myflesh.,

 

Incomo reached his feet and considered the idea a soundone. He reflected soulfully on the little slave girl, and thedelicious massage of her sponge, but the day's upheavalswere not over.

 

From his tub, Tasaio summoned in an endless successionof servants for interrogation. Many admitted to having seenthe tong assassin who had come to commit the murders; aPatrol Leader even confessed to allowing the assassin entrythrough one of the checkpoints in the hills at the border ofthe estate.

 

The man's explanation for allowing the murderer passagewas inherently logical. 'All soldiers know that my Lordpurchased the tong's loyalty. The man came openly to thecheckpoint, stating he was on my Lord's business, andshowing a document.'

 

Tasaio heard this with narrowed eyes and tight lips. Hemotioned to Incomo in the negative, and sadly the First

Adviser instructed the house scribe to write the warrior'sname on the list for immediate execution. The soldier wouldbe dead before Tasaio was dry from his bath.

 

The Lady Incarna continued mechanically to sponge herhusband's back, but her cheeks were wax-white, and shelooked sick around the eyes. Like a puppet on strings shesoaped the lean muscular shoulders of the Lord of theMinwanabi over and over, until Tasaio tired of her
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attentions and snapped suddenly to his feet. Incarnadropped her sponge with a splash into the bath water andsnatched back with a startled cry.

 

'Silence, women!' Tasaio jerked his wet head, and towelslaves flew to attend him.

 

The guild messenger could not have chosen a worsemoment for arrival, nor could the servant who scratched atthe doorway to announce the man's presence in the foyer,awaiting the master's attendance.

 

In no mood to hurry, but impatient with his dressernonetheless, Tasaio snatched the lightweight but heavilyembroidered robe from his body servant. He flipped it overhis shoulders, held out his hand for his shell-decorated belt,then accepted the black-lacquered sheaths of his sword anddagger newly threaded on a soft needra-hide baldric. A slavelaced on his sandals, and he finished his dressing with a light,padded jacket sewn with bone rings that offered the sameprotection as light armour without being as cumbersome.

'Send the messenger to me in my personal armoury,' heinstructed his runner. Then he motioned for Incomo tofollow and strode out, leaving his wife to oversee the slavesin the bath chamber as if her standing were no higher thanan overseer's.

 

The Minwanabi Lord's armoury was a small, windowlesschamber with sanded wood walls, laid out with pegs forswords and stands for storing body armour. Tasaio's singlepersonal indulgence since becoming Ruling Lord had beento purchase extravagant sets of arms for himself, some plainand deadly, designed for the rigours of war, othersresplendent with lacquer and chasing, for dress occasions;yet a third variety was thin and strong and without fluting,designed to be secretly worn under clothing. Tasaio rovedfrom stand to stand, stroking helms and breastplates andsword hilts, then examining his fingertips for dust. Theslaves and servants who attended this chamber knew well to

keep it immaculate; predecessors who had failed the Lord'sinspections had not survived his displeasure.

 

Uncomfortable in the small, airless room, Incomo compromisedhis uneasiness by standing farthest from the lamp,which was hot, and drew unwanted attention to his actions,should the master's narrow scrutiny fall upon him. Still asevery Minwanabi servant had lately learned to become, hewaited while the Lord roved from sword to sword, and helmto helm, stopping occasionally to arrange a buckle or a boss,or to finger the edge of a blade.

 

Tasaio was testing a dagger when the courier bowed atthe door. The Lord flicked the barest glance over the man'sguild badges, just enough to note the colours of the SulanQudenomination. He spoke in his deceptively gentlemanner. 'What message do you carry?'

 

The man straightened. 'An overture from Mara of theAcoma,' he began, and silenced instantly as Tasaio whippedaround in a breathtaking blur of speed.

 

The messenger swallowed awkwardly against the pressureof a sword tip against his throat. He looked into theeyes of the man who held the weapon, and saw there a flatlack of expression that terrified him to his soul. 'My Lord,'he quavered, 'I am but a guild messenger hired to bearletters.'

 

Tasaio moved no muscle. 'And do you bring me a letter?'His voice had not altered a hair's-breadth.

 

Incomo cautiously cleared his throat. 'My Lord, theguild's runner is blameless, and his life protected by oath.'

'Is he?' Tasaio fired back. 'Let him speak for himself.'

The messenger sucked in a difficult breath. 'Marerequests a meeting,' he began, and stopped at a twitch fromthe blade.

 

'You will not mention that name under this roof, withinthese walls.' Tasaio gave another light dig with the weapon,and teased a trickle of scarlet from the skin beneath the

point. 'What does this thrice-accursed Lady ask a meetingfor? I wish no parley. I want only her death.'

The messenger blinked uncomfortably. Suspecting thathe reported to a madman, and convinced he would end witha cut throat, he gathered his dignity and bravely concludedthe words he had been employed by his guild to deliver.

'This Lady asks that the Lord of the Minwanabi visit herestate for the purpose of a mutual discussion.'

Tasaio smiled slowly. Impressed by the little man'scourage, he lowered the sword, wiped the point clean on apolishing cloth, then replaced the weapon on its pegs. As anafterthought, he tossed the rag to the messenger, along withgestured permission to tend the scratch on his throat.

The guildsman lacked the effrontery to refuse; he liftedthe lightly oiled cloth to his neck and began tentatively todab. And as though no stranger were present, Tasaioresumed his inspection. Roving between items in his collection,he spoke to his adviser as if they were the onlyoccupants of the room.

 

'Ah, Incomo, I believe I have frightened her badly,' hesaid. 'My ambush and my assassin might not have accomplishedmy ends, but Sezu's little bitch is running scared. Luckhas helped her cause, but fortune never endures. She knowsshe cannot last another year.' The Minwanabi Lordabandoned one armour stand for the next. He fingered aplated gorges as if probing for a weakness. 'Perhaps theLady offers compromise, say, a sacrifice of the Acoma nameand line, in exchange for survival for her son?'

Incomo bowed with due respect. 'My Lord, that is adangerous assumption. As well as you, the Lady knows thetime for compromise is past. She initiated blood feud withyour uncle Jingu; and Desio made pledge to Turakamu. Forthe sake of her ancestors' honour, and against the Red God'sdispleasure, she must know she has no position from whichto bargain.'
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Tasaio let the plates of the gorges fall with a click like therolling of game dice. 'She is desperate,' he insisted. 'Let hercome to me here, if she has a desire to speak.'

The armour room seemed stiflingly claustrophobic.Incomo risked a small movement to mop his brow, anddared another interruption. 'My Lord, I hesitate to remind:the Lord Jingu underestimated the girl, and in this veryhome she forced a situation that required him to take hisown life.'

 

Sandals scraped lightly on waxed wood as Tasaio leanedan elbow on a fine suit of armour. The tawny eyes he fixedon his First Adviser were wide and bright in the lamplight. 'Iam not a coward,' he said softly. 'And my uncle was a fool.'

Incomo nodded hasty agreement. 'But even the bravestman should do better to act with caution.'

 

Tasaio's eyes narrowed dangerously. 'Do you suggest shecould threaten me?' He tipped his head and spat upon thepolished floor. 'Here? Just because she is presently toostrong to succumb to an open attack, make no mistake. It isonly a matter of time before I will step in and finish her.Indeed, I should relish the chance to see my warriors sackand burn her estate. Perhaps I should use this request forparley as an opportunity to go there and study the site forassault tactics.' i ~

 

The guild messenger seemed uncomfortable with the turnthe conversation had taken. His task as a courier requireddiscretion, but the discussion at hand was not one he caredto witness. Rival factions might torture him to learn justwhat he was overhearing; his guild was well respected, butthat did not make him sacrosanct for those hours with hisfamily when he was not wearing his official badges.

Incomo mopped his brow again, but the sweat continuedto trickle down his collar. Learned in the ways of threegenerations of Minwanabi Lords, he offered argument by

his silence.
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Tasaio had examined all the armour. He could not leavethe chamber without confronting his First Adviser in thedoorway; and Incomo stood like a rock jammed immovablyin a river current when he had a point to make.

'Very well,' the Lord of the Minwanabi concluded. 'I will 2not meet the bitch on her accursed Acoma soil.' To themessenger he snapped shortly, 'Here is my reply. Tell theLady I will consider a meeting, but in the open, on my lands.Let us see whether she has the courage, or the stupidity, toaccept.'

 

The messenger bowed in relief, and bolted promptlythrough the opening that Incomo edged aside to create.Straight as the doorjamb against his back, and canny inyears, the adviser regarded Tasaio.

 

'My Lord, if it is trickery you have on your mind, still, Iwould counsel you to take care. Mara is not just a girl, butan enemy to be feared. She has united the Hadama clan, nochild's task, and even were you to have her brought nakedand bound before you, surrounded by your bodyguards,still, I would have you be wary.'

 

Tasaio stared into his adviser's spaniel eyes. 'I am wary,'he said quietly. 'Most wary of letting this matter become theobsession that it was for cousin Desio. Mara I intend to kill.But I need no grand promises to the Red God to carry thematter out, and neither will I give her ancestors thesatisfaction of losing even one night's sleep over the matter.Now move aside. I would have the armoury locked, now,and a light meal brought to the terrace garden down by theshore of the lake.'

 

The Lord of the Minwanabi lingered in the terrace gardenlong past the hour of sunset. Great torches burned on polesin ceramic containers; a carpet had been laid over the stones,and a wooden dais brought, and upon this, Tasaio sattwirling a wine goblet between his fingers, exactly as he had

while on campaign. The lake shore looked much like a warcamp, with warriors in full armour performing a mockattack on a knoll overlooking the water. The soft splashes offeeding fish were interspersed with shouted commands. AtTasaio's feet sat a boy lately apprenticed to the housescribes, a sharpened chalk clutched in fingers that were tenseto hide their shaking. As the Lord commented on hissoldiers' performance in low, half-whispered phrases, theboy scribbled down his words with a frown of desperateconcentration. He was but duplicating the efforts of thescribe set to teach him the craft, but should the Lord of theMinwanabi decide to appraise his work, he could be beatenfor failing to, achieve some arbitrary standard.

The warriors on the rise advanced in timed unison, and,absorbed in every nuance of the drill, Tasaio did not at firstnotice the house runner who lay prostrate in obeisance atthe top of the terrace stair. The unfortunate man had to raisehis voice to catch attention.

 

'What is it!' Tasaio snapped, so suddenly that the scribedropped his slate. The chalk fell bouncing across the carpetand rolled to a stop against the runner's forehead, whichwas pressed into the stone of the last stair.

 

'My great Lord, the Hamoi Tong Master has arrived inanswer to your summons.'

 

Tasaio briefly weighed the displeasures of meeting thetong and interrupting his evening battle drill. Interrogatingthe tong won out. 'Bring him here.' Then, obviouslypreoccupied with a subject that vexed him, he glanced at theapprentice's slates and compared the clumsy lettering to thefinely practised script of his teacher. 'Take that away, and beglad I didn't order you beaten with it.' Motioning to theolder scribe to remain, he glanced at the soldiers on the hill.

Bowing profusely, and trying not to cry despite thedisgrace of a reprimand, the apprentice collected hismaterials. He hurried off, almost crashing into the house

servant who escorted the summoned visitor to the Lord'sdais.

 

The Tong Master, the Obajan in the ancient tongue, wasa man of immense breadth and girth, but not one ounce offat. Save for a long scalp lock tied high and cascadingdown his back, he had a shaved head tattooed in patternsof red and white. His nose was flat, his skin deep tan, andhis ears multiply pierced. His jewellery consisted of bonepins and rings that jingled lightly as he walked, and his beltheld loops sewn into the leather, each of which held a:variegated array of instruments of death: a half-dozendaggers, a weighted strangling cord, throwing stars,knuckle guards, picks, vials of poison, and a long metalsword. While considered an outlaw by-Tsurani standards,he demanded the respect due a Ruling Lord from any heencountered* in person. He was accompanied by twoassassins, clad in black, as much of an honour guard asTasaio would permit. The Tong Master came to Tasaioand bowed his head slightly, asking, 'Are you well, myLord?' His voice was an ominous rumble.

 

Tasaio ignored him for a long, pointed moment. Then henodded once, acknowledging he was well. But the Lord ofthe Minwanabi did not inquire after the Tong Master'shealth, a pointed insult.

 

Silence wore on the Tong Master. As if the metal wealthhe had received from the personage on the cushionssuddenly left a taste like curdled milk, the chief of the tongspoke in sour tones. 'What does my Lord require?'

'This: the name of the one who hired your tong toassassinate five servants in my house.'

 

The Tong Master unwisely raised his hand. The warriorsarrayed behind Minwanabi's dais instantly shifted theirpositions, as if to attack, causing the huge man to freeze. Buthe was not a slave, nor a man of weak nature. Fixing his hostwith a level gaze, the Master of the Hamoi Tong slowly
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raised his hand to scratch his chin. His tone bit as he replied.'Lord Tasaio, the order was your own.'

 

Tasaio jumped from his cushions with a speed that hadthe two assassins slap hands to their own swords. The TongMaster motioned for them to resume their former positions.'I?'demanded Tasaio. 'I ordered this? How dare you uttersuch a lie!'

 

The Tong Master locked stares with Tasaio, eyesnarrowed in the flickering light of the torches. 'Harshwords, my Lord.' He hesitated an instant, as if weighing theneed to take offence at the insult to his honour. 'I will showyou the document, with your signature and your personalchop.'

 

Dumbfounded, and clumsy for the first time in his life,Tasaio sat back down. 'My personal chop?' His mannerturned icy. 'Let me see.'

 

The huge man reached into his tunic and removed aparchment.

 

Tasaio all but snatched the item out of red-stained hands.He sliced the ribbons with his dagger, cracked the rolleddocument straight, and studied the contents with a frown.He twisted the paper this way and that, and barked for aslave to hold one of the torches closer, turning 0' beck uponthe Obajan. He scratched a fingernail over the ink-marked

chop. 'Turakamu's breath,' he murmured. Then he looked

up, a light of murder in his eyes. 'What servant delivered thismessage?'

 

The chief of the tong picked at an earring. 'No servant, myLord. The order was left in the usual place for suchcommunication,' he said calmly.

 

'It is a forgery!' Tasaio hissed, his hereditary Minwanabitemper breaking free of restraint. 'I did not write a word of

this! Nor did one of my scribes.'

 

The Master of the Tong's face remained impassive. 'Youdid not?'

 

'I just said that!'the Minwanabi Lord spun suddenly, hishand clenched fast to his sword hilt. Only a gesture fromtheir leader prevented the assassins from again makingready to strike.

 

Tasaio stalked from one end of the dais to the other androunded like a hungry predator upon the bulky figure of theObajan. 'I paid you a fortune in metal to serve me, not towreak havoc in my own house, or to jump at the orders ofany rival with the wits to forge documents! Some fool hasdared to copy the Minwanabi family chop. You will findhim for me. I want his head.'

 

'Yes, Lord Tasaio.' The Master of the Tong touched hisforehead with his left hand, signifying agreement. 'I willhave the message traced, and the culprit sent to you inpieces.'

 

'See that you do.' Tasaio drew his sword and slashed airwith a sharp whine of sound. 'See that you do. Now get outof my sight, before I give your flesh to my torturers for liveexperimentation.'

 

The Tong Master said, 'Seek not to anger me, LordTasaio.' He motioned for his assassins to step back as hemoved forward to confront the Minwanabi ruler. In a lowvoice, he said, 'The Hamoi are not vassals, a fact you woulddo well to remember. I am the Obajan of the Hamoi. I willdo this thing because my family has been dishonoured, evenas yours, not because you order it. Fate has given us acommon enemy, my Lord, but never again threaten me.' Heglanced down and Tasaio followed his gaze. Betweenforefinger and thumb the man held a small dagger, maskedfrom any other's sight.

 

The Lord of the Minwanabi did not flinch or move away.He simply returned his gaze to the eyes of the Obajan. Heknew the man had but to twitch and the blade would killbefore the Minwanabi Lord could possibly raise his sword.Something like savage humour flickered in Tasaio's eyes as
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the Tong Master said, 'I enjoy blood. It is mother's milk tome. Remember that and we may remain allies.'

 

Tasaio turned his back, ignoring the risk, and said,'Depart in peace, Obajan of the Hamoi.' His knuckleswhitened upon the hilt of his sword.

 

The Tong Master turned away, nimbly for a man of hissize, the dagger vanishing into his tunic before any othercould see it. He left at good pace, his honour guards fallingin on either side as he strode from the terrace, leaving afrustrated and enraged man slashing at phantoms in the air.
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Confrontation

 

Trumpets sounded.

 

A dozen liveried bearers carried a platform, upon whichMara firmly held the wooden railing before her. She stroveto appear assured, despite the inward conviction that shelooked silly wearing the newly fashioned armour of aHadama Warchief. Unaccustomed to the stiffness oflaminated-hide greaves and bracers, and decidedly ill at easewith fittings and buckles and breastplate, she remindedherself to stand erect. Keyoke and Saric had insisted thatwhile she could continue wearing formal robes duringmeetings, for her first public appearance as Clan Warchiefshe must dress the part.

 

How a man could fight and swing a sword under such aweight of constricting gear, Mara could not guess. Newlyappreciative of the warriors who marched in ranks behind,she led the army of Clan Hadama, nearly ten thousandstrong, toward the gates of the Holy City.

 

Seated at her feet as befitted her rank, Kevin tried to looklike a meek body slave. But with the grassy verge on eitherside of the road jammed with cheering, waving commoners,he could hardly repress his excitement. -Speaking with hisface turned up toward his mistress, so that few could hearhim over the crowd's noise, he laughed. 'They seem quitetaken with you, my Lady.'

 

Mara unbent enough to return a surreptitious reply. 'Icertainly hope so. Women warriors are rare in the Empire'shistory, but the few who are remembered were legendary,almost as unique as the Servants of the Empire.' Sheattempted to shrug off her newfound notoriety. 'Any mob
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loves a spectacle. They'd cheer no matter who stood uponthis platform.'

 

'Maybe,' Kevin allowed. 'But I think they sense theEmpire is in danger and see you as someone they can look towith hope.'

 

Mara regarded the people who crowded the way to theouter gate of the Holy City. All castes and trades wererepresented, from sunburned field workers to cart drivers,merchants, and guild masters. All seemed earnest in theirapproval of the Lady of the Acoma. Many shouted hername, while others waved or tossed tokens made of foldedpaper for luck.

 

Mara still looked sceptical in the face of such admiration.

Kevin added, 'They know who your enemy is and they are assurely aware of Tasaio's dark nature as you are. You noblesmay not speak ill of one another out of courtesy, but I assureyou that commoners don't share that constraint. Given thechoice, they endorse the one whose policy is likely to be themore merciful. Is it yours or the Minwanabi Lord's?'

Mara forced herself to exhibit a calmness she did not feel;Kevin's logic seemed reassuring. It might even be true. Butthe support of the common folk would have no bearing onthe outcome of the pending struggle. Aware that the nextfew days would find her either triumphant or dead, Maratried not to dwell upon consequences. There could be noother choices. The attack upon her and her son had forcedthe issue. She must move, or maintain a defensive strategyuntil the day that her warriors, her guard, or her spynetwork failed her again, and Tasaio's blade found herheart.

 

On the day her father, Sezu, had fallen victim to aMinwanabi trap, he had chosen to fight to the death ratherthan shame his ancestry by choosing flight, and a coward'slife. Mara could do no less; she had tried to precipitateevents by her demand to meet with Tasaio. If he refused her,

743

 

she must confront him. And yet, with no plan in mind tospare either her house or her honour, her posture was nomore than bravado. As she rode in triumph on the platformat the head of Clan Hadama's war strength, her mind held amorass of fears.

 

'Look at that!' exclaimed Kevin.

 

Jerked out of morbid introspection, Mara glanced wherehe pointed and felt her throat tighten. An army camped tothe west of the Holy City. The hills were a patchwork ofcoloured tents and banners, which Kevin swiftly counted.After rough calculation, he said, 'I guess that encampmentholds fifteen thousand warriors.'

 

Mara's initial jolt of nerves eased as she identified thebanners. 'That is a part of Clan Xacala. Lord Hoppara hasbrought the Xacatecas in strength. Others follow him.' Butnot only her allies were present in force. Mara noddedacross the river. 'Look over there.'

 

The road followed the Gagajin, and on the far bank Kevinsaw another army, its tents so thickly clustered, the landbristled with banner poles. 'Gods! There must be fifty, sixtythousand warriors in those hills. It looks like half the Lordsof the Empire brought every man capable of wearingarmour and carrying a sword.'

 

Mara nodded, her mouth drawn grimly taut. 'The issuewill be decided here. Those across the river answer toTasaio. That is the might of Clan Shonshoni, other familiesin vassalage, and the Minwanabi allies. I can see the bannersof the Tondora and Gineisa near the river's edge. And, ofcourse, the Ekamchi and Inrodaka have at last sided withTasaio.' She made a sweeping gesture with her hand. 'I willwager Lords Keda and Tonmargu are encamped to thenorth of the city, with their allies, close to forty thousandswords. And I am certain that beyond sight of the cityanother hundred thousand warriors are within a day'smarch. Scores of lesser families stay out of harm's way, but
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close enough to pick over the corpses if we come to conflict.'She lowered her voice as if fearful the wrong ears mightoverhear her. 'With so many soldiers ready to do battle, canwe avoid a civil war even if we wish?'

 

The crowd's cheers and its festive mood of gaiety suddenlyrang hollow. Aware that his Lady was trembling beneath herarmour, Kevin returned a reassuring shrug. 'Few soldiers arekeen to kill. Give them an excuse, and they'd just as soon getdrunk with one another - or indulge in a little friendlybrawling. At least, that's how it is on my world.'

Yet the contrast between the animated expressions heremembered from Midkemia and the masklike bearing ofeven the meanest beggar on Kelewan could not be ignored.Kevin kept the thought to himself, that he had never knowna bunch so willing to die as these Tsurani. As long as peoplekept calm and didn't start insulting one another's mothers,all these factions might be able to avoid bloodshed. But ifonly one loud-mouthed sod got rude . . .

 

The thought did not bear finishing. Even with the pointleft unsaid, Mara would not be blind to risk. One sworddrawn for honour's sake and all the Empire would shake.Could it be avoided? After witnessing the massacres thatoccurred on the Night of the Bloody Swords, Kevin did notcare to examine the odds.

 

As her vanguard neared the arching city gate, the crowdsof admiring gawkers fell away. Into stillness and a suddenlyemptied road, a patrol of imperial warriors stepped forth tomeet the Hadama entourage. Mara ordered a halt before thegate as the Strike Leader approached, his white armour withgold accents brilliant in the morning sun. 'Mare of theAcoma!'he called.

 

Unaccustomed to the weight of the plumed helm thatshaded her brow, Mara nodded careful acknowledgment.

'For what cause do you marshal Clan Hadama and bringthem to the Holy City?' demanded the Emperor's officer.
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From the height of her platform, Mara stared down at thearrogant young man, supremely confident of his imperialrank. At last she said, 'You shame the Light of Heaven withyour lack of manners.'

 

The officer ignored the reprimand. 'Lady, I will answer formy actions when Turakamu judges where I will next mountthe Wheel of Life.' The young man glanced first at the armiesencamped upon the riverbanks, and then with pointed reproofat the warriors following after Mara's platform. 'Manners arethe least of our difficulties. As the gods will, many of us couldencounter our fate soon enough. I have my orders.' Obviouslystrained that he had only twenty soldiers at his back, and manythousands stood ready to answer Mara's call, he finished inblunt command. 'The Imperial Force Commander insists thatI hear your reason for bringing the might of Clan Hadama tothe Holy City

 

Making an issue of this demand could prove just the flameto ignite the conflict, Mara realized. She decided it wise toignore the slight. 'We come for council with others of ourrank and station, in the interest of the Empire's well-being.'

'Then proceed to your quarters, Lady of the Acoma, andknow Imperial Peace is upon you. One honour guard ofAcoma soldiers may accompany you, with a like number ofclan soldiers for each Lord of the Hadama who joins you.But know that the Light of Heaven has ordered the CouncilHall closed until he commands otherwise. Anyone whoseeks entry to the palace without imperial consent will becounted traitor to the Empire. Now, if you would proceed?'

The young officer stood aside to permit passage of theWarchief's platform and her honour guard. Before resumingher march, Mara bent to Lujan and gave swift orders.'Carry word to Lord Chekowara and the others: we meet atmy town house at sundown.'

 

Her Force Commander snapped a bow. 'And the

warriors, mistress?'

 

One last time, Mara scanned the surrounding hillsideswith their blanket of tents and banners, soldiers andweapons racks. 'Seek out the Minwanabi standard andencamp the men as close to his lines as possible. I wishTasaio to know that whatever he does, an Acoma dagger ispoised at his throat.'

 

'Your will, mistress.' Lujan hastened to relay her orders tothe appropriate subofficers, and then to assemble herhonour guard. In formal state, Mara signalled for hercompany to continue on through the city gates. As LordChekowara and the other Hadama Lords moved after, eachin position according to rank, she wished she had some wayto allay the dread lingering in the pit of her stomach. Allwould be determined here, within the next few days, andstill she had no idea of how she would avert the fateMinwanabi had vowed, that she and her nine-year-old heirbe delivered as sacrifice to the Red God. The armour shewore seemed to weigh on her shoulders, and the crowd'sshouts suddenly seemed uncomfortably loud. Was thereanywhere left, she wondered, where she could go to findpeace for thought?

 

The journey through the city to her town house left Marafeeling taxed. Attributing her fatigue to poor spirits, shepostponed her initial meetings and ordered the afternoonfor rest. In retrospect, the change in schedule allowedArakasi time to seek out his agents in the city and glean whatinformation he could. She, her Spy Master, and Lujan dinedalone, discussing various ways they might move to bluntMinwanabi's ambition.

 

No one had any brilliant insights.

 

Next morning, Clan Hadama met. Within the innergarden's freshly pruned greenery, the most prominentRuling Lords of the clan, as well as a half-dozen allies, wereseated in a large circle adjacent to the central fountain.
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Through the trill of falling water, the Lord of the Ontaraventured opinion. 'Lady Mara, rulers who have no love forTasaio will stand with him against the Emperor, simplybecause Ichindar defies tradition. Many in our own clan fearan Empire ruled by one man, even if that one is the Light ofHeaven. A Warlord may dominate, the gods know, yet he isstill but first among equals.' Others murmured agreement.

Still feeling oddly out of sorts, Mara made an effort toconcentrate. Kevin's dry observations on Tsurani politicswere right on one point: these men were more in love withtheir own prerogatives than haters of cruelty, murder, andwaste. Freshly aware that her own thinking had changed toa degree incomprehensible to all but a handful of her rulingpeers, Mara regarded her clansmen and allies, and strove fortact. 'Those who cling to tradition blindly, or out of fear ofchange, are fools. To embrace Tasaio is to hold a relli toyour bosom. He will take warmth and nourishment, but inthe end he will kill. Allow him to blunt the Emperor'spower, and you choose a worse course than absoluteimperial rule. The Minwanabi Lord is a young man. Hecould hold the white and gold for decades. He is clever,ruthless, and, if I may speak bluntly, captivated by the painof others. He is a clever enough player of the game that hemight make question of the succession a moot issue.Almecho and Axantucar came close to creating a familyoffice. Is the ambition of Tasaio of the Minwanabi any less?'

Several of the Lords glanced at one another, for they hadbeen among those inclined to back Tasaio's predicted bidfor the white and gold. With the Omechan Clan crushed byAxantucar's shame, the Minwanabi were left unrivalled asfirst claimants to the office. Lord Xacatecas was too young,and Lord Keda too closely allied with the Blue Wheel Partyto gainsay the Emperor. The only possible rival bid wouldbe Lord Tonmargu, if the Anasati lent full support; yet Jirowas not deemed reliable - his own agenda was not yet clear,
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and he had plainly indicated he would not be following inhis father's footsteps. More than street gossips and rumourmongerswere convinced that Tasaio would be the next

Warlord. The more pertinent question seemed to bewhether he would gain the white and gold peacefully, or bymeans of bloody war.

 

Of all present, Lord Chekowara was the only one relaxedenough to avail himself of the cakes upon the refreshmenttrays. Dusting crumbs from his chin, he offered his ownopinion. 'Mare, in all you have done since becoming RulingLady, you have consistently shown a brilliant ability toextemporize. May we assume that you have some unexpectedtwist of the rope in store for Tasaio?'

 

Unsure how much this question might be rooted inbitterness over her assumption of his former office, and howmuch an honest plea for reassurance, Mara sought somehint of expression to give her clue. But Lord Benshai'scorpulent face remained impassive. Mara dared not answercarelessly. By forcing her clan to unquestioned obedience toher will, she had also taken on responsibility for ensuringtheir survival. Although she still had no idea what she woulddo, rather than let her doubts shake the foundation of hernewly forged alliance, she chose to be evasive. 'Tasaio shallnot command more than worms in the soil before long, myLord.'

 

The other Lords present exchanged glances. Since tochallenge this outright statement would involve a point ofhonour, no one rushed to speak in contradiction. After anawkward minute, the Lords of Clan Hadama began to riseand bid their Warchief good day. All knew that before theclose of the week, Tasaio would march into the city toconfront the Emperor and demand a restoration of the HighCouncil's power. Just how Mara intended to prevent himwas beyond anyone's guess; certainly she lacked the militarymight to challenge the Minwanabi Lord's in the field. Yet
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she had wits, and enough presence that even Benshai of theChekowara dared not speak against her under her own roof.

The last Lord departed, and, returned from seeing theclan rulers to the door, Saric entered the courtyard gardenand was surprised to find his mistress still seated by thefountain. Unofficially filling Nacoya's role as First Adviser,he inquired gently if there was anything his Lady mightrequire.

 

Mara took a long moment to answer. Turning a face thatseemed shockingly pale, she murmured, 'Have my maidattend me, please.'

 

The phrasing was most unlike her. Aware that in somethings he could never fill Nacoya's sandals, and also bycanny intuition sensing that somehow his mistress neededmore understanding than he had the background to offer,Saric floundered at a loss. 'Are you ill, Lady?'

Mara seemed to struggle for speech. 'Simply a disagreeablestomach. It will pass.'

 

But Saric knew naked fear. She looked suddenly very frail.Afraid she might be taken with the summer fever, or, worse,that an enemy might have found means to poison her food,the Acoma adviser took another quick step forward.

His worry was sharp enough for Mara to take notice. 'Iwill be recovered within the hour,' she reassured him andfollowed with a weak wave of her hand. 'My maid willknow how to make me comfortable.'

 

Saric's alarm transformed to a look of piercing inquiry,which the Lady shied away from without comment. She hadnot lied. At last she realized her tiredness of the past fewdays was not simple fatigue; the difficult stomach in themorning was a familiar sign of pregnancy. With Ayaki, shecould not keep breakfast down for the first nine weeks shehad carried him. Abruptly recalled to the fact that Saric hadbeen a soldier long enough to have observed the condition inthe army's camp followers, she peremptorily ordered him to
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leave before he had time to make his suspicions a certainty.Left alone until her maid's arrival, Mara felt sadness well upinside. She permitted the tears that gathered in her eyes,aware that her feelings were amplified by the changes withinher body. She would indulge herself now, when contemplatingbitter choices, for the time would arrive soon when shemust act with . . . what had Kevin called it? Nerves of steel!Yes, she must have only hardness in her soul. And thinkingof her beloved, sitting quietly in her quarters awaiting hersummons, or her return to his side, the tears flowed freelydown her face.

 

Above anyone else, Kevin must never find out she carrieda child by him. That single fact would bind him to her in away that would be cruelty to sunder. His devotion to Ayakihad established how much regard he held for children.Though he had never spoken on the subject, Mara had readthe longing in his eyes. She knew he yearned for a son or adaughter of his own, and that by his homeworld's code ofhonour, such things were not ever taken lightly. OnKelewan the bastard child of a slave would not be an issue.The illegitimate children of nobles often rose to high officewithin their own houses. But to Kevin, the matter would liecloser to his heart than his own life. No, the man she lovedmust never know, and that meant her days with him werenumbered.

 

The maid arrived and, seeing her mistress in distress,came at once to her side. 'Lady, what may I do?'

Mara held out her hand. 'Just help me so I may risewithout becoming ill.' The request was voiced in a strainedwhisper.

 

As the Lady of the Acoma stood on shaky feet, sheunderstood that pregnancy was but a small part of thereason she was ill. The tension within her was like abowstring, drawn until it threatened to snap.

 

Someday, she hoped the child within her womb would be
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counted Hokanu's son and rise to be Lord of the 3Shinzawai... That he - already she hoped for a boy

would be Kevin's was simply her way of discharging the -~"debt of honour due the barbarian who had won her heart 'andrepeatedly saved her life. His line would continue in i4~;distinction upon the soil of Kelewan, and so his shade would

be revered and remembered.

 

But Mara knew she must first survive the next three days.Even as powerful a Lord as Kamatsu would not bind his heirto a house with an enemy as threatening as Tasaio. Whitenow from more than stomach cramps, Mara leaned heavilyon her maid's supporting arm. She must formulate a plan tosnatch the victory that seemed assured from the grasp of theMinwanabi. She simply must; the alternative was utterobliteration*for her son, and for Kevin's unborn child.

Sunset threw red light through the. wide screens of thechamber. Tasaio of the Minwanabi perched like a monarchupon a pile of cushions in the largest, most opulent suite ofhis residence in the Holy City. Unlike most other RulingLords, who owned town houses, the Minwanabi possesseda sizeable mansion on a hilltop above the city, overlookingthe heart of the imperial precinct. Gazing through-slittedeyes at the changing of the white-armoured guards at theEmperor's inner gate, the Lord hardly glanced at themessage handed to him by his First Adviser.

 

With utmost patience, Incomo prompted, 'Master, Marais but a short distance from the city gate, with her honourguard. She is also accompanied by an imperial messengerbearing a staff-of office, and an Imperial Peace is upon thecity. At your word, she will travel to the appointed meetingplace.'

 

'Her choice of timing will not save her.' Tasaio ran histhumb along his jaw as he followed the movement of the iguards in their sparkling white armour. 'That silly boy who
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calls himself Emperor can delude himself for a few moredays, but no call of Imperial Peace will prevent me fromdestroying an enemy.' After an interval, Tasaio added,'However, it might be useful to wait to strike until we have atime and place of our choosing. And it might be entertainingto hear what the Acoma bitch desires, simply to learn what Imay do to frustrate her.'

 

Incomo grew tense with apprehension. 'Master, I wouldbe remiss in my duty if I did not advise against this meeting.The woman is more dangerous than any other ruler in theEmpire, as she has demonstrated on numerous occasions.'

Drawn at last from contemplation, Tasaio silenced hisFirst Adviser with a glare. 'I have an army with me, Incomo.'

'But do you stand to gain?' the First Adviser askedurgently, more than mindful that his Lord's uncle had diedunder his own roof with his army about him, as a result ofMara's plotting. 'If the Lady of the Acoma desires talk,anything she will say must be to aid her own cause againstyou. I see nothing to benefit the Minwanabi in this, myLord.'

 

Tasaio drummed his fingers upon the cushion at his knee.'Send this message to the bitch. I will honour the truce andspeak with her.' Seeing Incomo's features cloud over, henarrowed yellow eyes. 'I see no point in all this needlessworry. Mara and her brat might have escaped death by anarrow margin, but when I win the white and gold, she shallbe the first of my enemies to be removed.' Graceful, fast, andintent upon his beliefs, he stood. 'I may be magnanimous.Those silly fools in Clan Hadama will perhaps be allowed tolive, but only if they become my vassals after they see me endthe Acoma name forever.' With a rare smile, he added, 'Youworry too much, Incomo. I can always say no to whateveroffer Mara makes.'

 

Incomo remained silent. He had the terrible feeling that if

Tasaio rejected Mara's offer, that would be exactly what she

wished. The First Adviser bowed, turned, and went to sendthe message.

 

The wind was called butane in the ancient language of theSzetaci people of the Empire. The translation meant 'windfrom demons', and it blew for days, even weeks at a time.The gusts were dry, whipping out of the distant mountainsin fitful, howling bursts. In the hot season, such winds coulddesiccate a piece of uncovered meat or fruit in hours. In thecool. season, the air carried a chill, and at night thetemperature dropped, sending people indoors to huddlearound fires and under layers of robes. When the butaneblew, the common folk said dogs went mad and demonswalked the land in the guise of men. Husbands were knownto run screaming into the night, never to be seen again, andwives became melancholy to the point of suicide. Legendsabounded of supernatural beings who appeared when thebutane whined across the land. The Grey Man, an ancientmyth, was said to walk the Empire on nights like this.Should a lone traveller meet him, he must answer a riddle,and be rewarded if his solution was found pleasing, or sufferloss of his head if the Grey Man proved dissatisfied. Suchwere the stories of the butane, the bitter dry wind that blewthis night.

 

Under brilliant stars, atop a hill outside the city walls, twosmall armies waited, facing one another. Torches "utteredand banners flapped in the gusts, casting a flickeringtransience of light and shadow over faces taut withapprehension. Plumed officers waited before the ranks inmotionless formation. And at the head of each army stood aruler, on one side a woman clothed in shimmering green silkand emeralds and upon the other a lean, predatory figure injet armour with black and orange bosses.

 

Positioned equidistant between them, an imperial heraldwaited, his robe of office gleaming like bone under a wan
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quarter moon. In a voice loud enough to carry over thewind, he addressed the two forces in attendance. 'Let it beknown that the Imperial Peace is upon this city and thesurrounding countryside! Let no man draw his sword inanger or retribution. So commands the Light of Heaven.'Turning toward the band who surrounded Tasaio, theherald intoned, 'This Lady, of noble rank and line, claimsthat she comes to treat with you for the Good of the Empire.My Lord, do you acknowledge?'

 

Tasaio inclined his head, and the messenger deemed thatsufficient. Turning to where Mara waited across a narrowexpanse of grass, the herald raised his voice above thewind's rising whine. 'My Lady, this Lord answers your callto parley and acknowledges your intent to speak for theGood of the Empire.'

 

Mara returned a bow, making a point of correct courtesyto contrast with her enemy's lapse.

 

The herald received his due without reassurance. His stancebetween two enemies sworn to blood feud was precarious, andhe knew it; family honour might be trustworthy when twosuch ancient lines were involved, but a single hothead amongthe ranks of common warriors could precipitate a massacre.He needed all of his training to speak steadily to those withinearshot. 'What is the highest duty?'

 

Every man, woman, and warrior present answered withthe phrase: 'To serve the Empire.'

 

By crossing his arms, the imperial herald signalled for theprincipal parties to approach. That moment the butanedrove down in a whipping gust, its sound like the moan of adirge. Trying not to take the incident as omen, the heraldcompleted his office. 'My Lady, my Lord, I shall await at adistance, so that you may discourse untroubled.'

He withdrew at a rate that was barely within the limits ofpropriety, leaving Mara and Tasaio faced off with but twopaces between them.

 

755

 

Unwilling to succumb to the indignity of shouting overthe wind, Mara left the opening words to Tasaio. Predictably,he did not begin with politeness or salutations. Histhin lips curled slightly at the corners, and in the unpredictableflicker of the torches, his eyes seemed to shine like asarcat's. 'Mare, this is a situation I had not anticipated.' Hewaved his hand, indicating the odd surroundings, the poisedwarriors, and the snapping banners that were all in thetableau that seemed alive. 'I could draw my sword and endthis now.'

 

Defiantly matching his malice, she answered, 'Anddisgrace your house's name? I think not, Tasaio.' Her toneturned dry. 'That would be too much'- she fixed him withdark eyes -';,even for a Minwanabi.'

 

Tasaio laughed, the sound unexpectedly bright over thedissonant undertone of the butane. 'You will be made tounderstand a truth. A man with enough stature may do as hepleases with impunity, Mara.' He studied her from underveiling eyelids and said, 'We waste time. Why are you here ?'

'For the Good of the Empire,' Mara reiterated. 'You bringyour army and the bulk of Clan Shonshoni to Kentosani. Ibelieve you come to make war upon the Emperor.'

Tasaio's manner showed interest, but under his veneer ofcivility, Mara sensed an almost physical wave of hatred. Sheresisted an instinct to step back and barely managed to keepher composure. As with dogs who circled before a fight, shesensed that the first one to turn away would be the one toinvite attack.

 

'You bring the bulk of Clan Hadama behind you,' theMinwanabi Lord replied in deceptively lazy inflections. 'YetI do not accuse you of preparing treasonous assault upon theLight of Heaven.'

 

Mara spelled out the obvious. 'I am in no position toclaim the white and gold.'

 

As if conceding a compliment, Tasaio inclined his head.
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Yet his feline, watching eyes tracked her every movement,seeking opening.

 

The Lady of the Acoma gathered courage and added abarb. 'Cease your preening, Tasaio. Your position ofascendance has nothing to do with merit. The otherclaimants are in disarray because of their dealings withAxantucar.'

 

'A fine point,' snapped Tasaio. Then he smiled. 'In theend, for whatever reason, I win.'

 

'No.' Mara allowed a slight pause. 'A stalemate could goon indefinitely. That would serve the Light of Heaven, sincedelay would allow him to bring the Empire under his owncontrol. The Imperial Government may be asleep, but it isnot dead. Over time, more and more Lords would accede tothe jurisdiction of the imperial court and governors, and lesspower would reside with the High Council. Should Ichindarorder the smaller Lords, one at a time, to send support to hisImperial Whites, consolidating his authority, soon the roadsand the river between your estates and the trade cities wouldbe commanded by his army. Already the Kanazawai servealongside the Whites. Who next? The Xacala? How longbefore you become a Lord only within the boundaries ofyour own lands?'

 

A light touched Tasaio's eyes, hard-edged as the burn ofthe stars in a sky stripped of haze by the butane. 'You speakof possibilities, Mara, and remote ones at that.'

Yet his manner had become subtly guarded. Pressing hernarrow advantage, Mara sought to unbalance him. 'Not thatremote, Tasaio, and well you know it.' Before he could speak,she said, 'There is another possibility: what if Lords Keda andXacatecas threw their support to Tonmargu at the outset?'

Tasaio's attention focused instantly upon Mara. Beyondthat he concealed his surprise. He was aware Lord Hoppara

was her ally, but mention of the Lord of the Keda wasunexpected.
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As Tasaio continued his flat stare in silence, Mara said, 'Ihave a proposal. The other three claimants to the white andgold could form alliance only to frustrate you. Even joined,they cannot win their own choice. Given that, I controlenough votes in the council to swing the outcome.'

Tasaio's patience seemed suddenly worn. 'Then do so,Mara. Give the white and gold to Frasai of the Tonmarguand go home.'

 

Mara felt the wind like a tingle of chill against her skin.She played a dangerous game for perilous stakes, and knewit. Yet she saw no other option. Too much innocent bloodwould be spilled if events were permitted to run their worstcourse. Choosing her phrases with care, she said, 'Thedifficulty is that while I would rather die than see you gainthe white and gold, you are the only man who could hold thethrone. Lord^Tonmargu is not the sort of man to face downthe Light of Heaven inside his own palace. So, we are leftwith two choices: a Warlord who is the Emperor's puppet. . . or you.'

 

Wary, and not so vain as to swallow all he heard withoutsuspicion, Tasaio considered. 'If a figurehead Warlord is afate worse than death, but you wish my instant obliteration,what solution do you propose?'

 

'I can do for you what I could also offer Frasai of theTonmargu: should I bid, enough Lords will support you toput you firmly upon the Warlord's throne.'

 

The wind held sway through another interval of silence.Tasaio stood motionless, his plumes whipping in the briskair. His face became too still, a mask, and his hands restedlike carved stone on the hilt of his sword, while burningamber eyes never moved from Mara's face. After consideringher words, he said, 'Suppose for a moment you arecorrect. Tell me why I should care, given the fact, Lady, thatI can seize the Warlord's mantle without your help.'

The reply came as gall from Mara's lips. 'At what price?
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would you bring the Empire to ruin to take the prize? Youwill win, I have no doubt, for while few would openly backyour claim out of love for House Minwanabi, many willoppose Ichindar's break with tradition - and to protect theirown prerogatives. So, in the end, after a ruinous war youwill sit on the white and gold throne, marry your son to oneof the departed Ichindar's many daughters, and have himbecome the ninety-second Light of Heaven. Then you'llhave no trouble having the new Emperor ratify yourelection. But you will rule a shattered people.' Mara stroveto maintain poise; merely imagining the costs of such a bidfor power caused revulsion in every fibre of her being. Aftera necessary interval to keep herself from shaking, she added,'Such a conflict will certainly leave you critically weakened.Are your reserves deep enough to cope with those likely toprey upon your borders after such mighty conquest? Thelesser houses would swarm over you like ravenous insects.'

Tasaio broke eye contact with Mara for the first time.Loftily remote, and in his secret depths convinced he hadgained the key to Mara's gravest weakness, he turned andsurveyed his forces. Under his scrutiny, they seemed flawless,arrayed in rows across the hillside, and ready for hisinstant orders. In their impeccably clean armour and correctbearing, they were a sight to bring pride to any commander.The glorious Minwanabi banner of alternating squares ofblack and orange snapped smartly in the wind. What elseTasaio saw in the night that sheltered his army only heknew. At length his gaze swung insolently back to Mara.'Do continue on the assumption that your supposition istrue, Lady. What do you propose in exchange for my notseizing what I perceive is already mine?'

 

Mara stifled a fury that had nothing to do with enmity orblood feud, but held root in her personal desire to nurturelife. 'I treat with you for the Good of the Empire, Tasaio. Iam not without resources.' She motioned, and an unarmed
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servant approached from her lines. The Lord of theMinwanabi could not know that the man in the simple robewas actually Arakasi in disguise; in flawless imitation ofservility, the Spy Master carried a wrapped bundle, unrolledthe parchment covering, and tossed a human head thatreeked of preservative across the grass to Tasaio's feet.

Barely shy of shouting, Mara said, 'You should recognizethe face. Behold the remains of the man you attempted touse to compromise my spy network.'

 

Tasaio returned a startling rictus of hate. 'You!' His wordcame out as a snarl. 'You were the one who ordered murderin my house! Only I may command death upon Minwanabilands!' A mad light entered his eyes, icily without compunction.Touched by an involuntary shiver, Mara sensed threatin the air. the wind ruffled her robes, tugged at herelaborately piled hair, and chilled the sweat on her skin. Nowords were spoken, but Mara knew in her soul that only thethinnest thread of reason remained to remind Tasaio of hispledge of truce. At this moment, she knew, her enemywished for nothing more than his hands around Mara'sthroat, perhaps as he took her in brutal rape.

Then, with equally frightening abruptness, Tasaio'sexpression shifted to a satisfied smile. 'So you admit tokilling your own agent?'

 

Mara willed herself to outer calmness. Inwardly she wasfrightened by his shattering shift of mien, and aware that shewas dealing with a man who could only be judged insane.She inclined her head. 'More than one, Tasaio.'

Tasaio's teeth flashed white as his smile turned cruel.Through a long and uneasy interval, the only sounds uponthe hillside were the crack and flap of battle standards andthe hiss of the wind through the grass. Then Tasaio said, 'Soyou forged my family chop? And paid the Hamoi tong tomurder your own agents in my house? Lady, you haveunexpected turns of originality.'
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He did not threaten or posture, which Mara founddisturbing. That his heart held murder, and worse, couldnever for an instant be doubted. And yet she pressed him.'You must consider the frustration in coming years of notbeing able to bring strangers into your service, Tasaio. Youknow as I stand here, my agents shall be among them.Perhaps you should have all merchants and visitors bannedfrom your estates, and even refuse the wagons of traders lestyou admit an Acoma spy.'

 

Tasaio's patience suddenly vanished. He shouted, 'Doyou really think such pathetic threats worry me, Mara?Upon your death, all your servants become slaves and greywarriors. What dread will I know when you are food forworms?'

 

With a droop to her shoulders that was not feigned, Maradrew a tired breath. 'I bring you a proposal.'

Tasaio took a half-step forward. Uncannily composed,and beautiful as a predator, he did not twitch a muscle at thesound as a hundred Acoma soldiers slapped hands upontheir sword hilts. Reckless in his disdain, the Lord of theMinwanabi said, 'I have no interest in listening, Mara. Mypredecessor swore blood oath to Turakamu that this feudwould end in Acoma obliteration. While I lack Desio'spassions and count the pledge regrettable, still I am boundto it. I must see the Acoma line ended. The alternative neednot be discussed. There can be no cessation to our conflict.'

Mara sensed Arakasi's alarm, but she could see no otherway beyond this impasse. 'Would you consider ... asuspension?'

 

Caught by surprise, Tasaio blinked. 'What do you mean?'

'Quarter. No end to our enmity - that will never abateuntil one family or the other is dust - but a postponement ofconflict, until the Empire is once again on a firm footing forpeace?'

 

'The Good of the Empire,' Tasaio murmured. His
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humour was cutting. Intrigued despite his sarcasm, headded, 'Say on.'

 

'I propose a meeting with the Ruling Lords of the Empire,but in the Imperial Palace. There we confront the Light ofHeaven with our need to resolve this confrontation andprevent a crisis that will plunge our land into ruin. Or wouldyou wish to govern an Empire where the eastern frontier isdominated by Thuril captains and their marauding highlanders?A northern border overrun each spring by Thun

raiders seeking Tsurani heads as trophies? A return ofpirates to the Outpost Isles?'

 

'You do paint a bleak picture,' Tasaio allowed. 'If I agreeto this meeting, you'll deliver the votes needed to grant methe Warlord's throne without bloodshed?'

 

'Should you agree to meet with the Emperor, peacefully, Iwill pledge to make every effort, to the last of my resources,to ensure no one ascends to the Warlord's throne beforeyou.' Mara drew a shaky breath. 'Upon this you have mymost holy oath, sworn upon my family's name and honour,from now to the last generation of the Acoma line.'

Tasaio raised his eyebrows at this most sacred of vows. Asceptical twinge of malice coloured his tone. 'If any of yourdescendants are worth swearing by, how long a truce wouldyou wish?'

 

Although offered the most mortal of insults, Mara steeledherself against irrational anger. More than her family'sname was at stake here, and more than the affairs of nobles- servants, children, craftsmen, and thousands of namelessslaves would suffer if the Empire's rulers were to indulge in asenseless war. Changed from the woman of limited perspectivethat she had once been, Mara did what she could nothave conceived of prior to being influenced by Kevin'sforeign ideas: more, she swallowed her family's honour.Rather than merely a phrase, to serve the Empire was nowher only guiding motive. Swallowing mortification, she said,
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'Hold off your final assault until I have returned home andseen to the affairs of my house. After that, let our struggleresume without stint until the bitterest end.'

Her tone of capitulation drew a bright laugh from Tasaio.Unable to resist toying with the vulnerability she hadexposed, he said, 'Already you presume to guess my answer,Lady. You overestimate my love of the Empire. My honouris my own, not my nation's.' He looked her avidly up anddown to see if she showed discomfort.

 

But Mara was familiar with his malice. She revealed notthe slightest hint of discomfort to gratify his lust fortorment.

 

After apparent thought, Tasaio amended, 'However, aquick solution to my accession to the white and gold wouldspare me a certain degree of bother.' He smiled, and Marasaw how well this madman could mask his depravitybehind military propriety and courtly manners. 'I willagree. Let the High Council meet before the Light ofHeaven and have an end to his dictatorial rule. You shallmarshal your allies, and when the moment comes, you willhave them support my claim. Then, when such things asfate requires are finished, you shall have my safe conductback to your estates until you have put your affairs inorder. Be sure that I will march against you; Mara, butuntil then you may count the hours you live as payment foryour service to the Empire.'

 

Drained, and feeling desolate beyond words, Mara sealedher pledge with a bow. She dared not wonder how her fatheror brother would have reacted, were they alive to know ofher commitment. All she could hope was that war might beaverted, lives might be spared, and the unborn child withinher womb might be permitted enough time to achieve birth.Whether she and Ayaki died for the pact she sealed thismoment, perhaps the cho-ja Queen would consent to keepone newborn infant alive in secret . . .
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'When shall we meet?' Tasaio said in a voice that betrayedsatisfaction.

 

'The day after tomorrow,' said Mara. 'Send word to theEmperor, and the other council members, and leave me freeto muster the support I have promised.'

 

'It shall be interesting to see whether the Lady can meether obligation. If she forswear, she will not leave the cityalive,' Tasaio ended. He returned the shallowest of bows,barely more than an inclination of his head. Then he spunwith the quickness of a sarcat and walked back to his ownlines.

 

Beaten down by a sense of- hopelessness greater than anyshe had known in life, Mara returned to Lujan's protection.

From the sidelines, the imperial herald proclaimed,'Thisconference is ended! Depart in peace and honour, and knowthe gods are pleased that no blood was shed this night.'

As Mara's officers called orders for the Acoma army todisperse, the Minwanabi First Adviser drew breath toaddress his master; but Tasaio held up his hand. 'She isdefeated, Incomo.' He watched Mara's retreating figure, aknowing smile on his lips. 'I have seen that look in the eyesof warriors waiting for death upon the battlefield.' He gavea half shrug. 'Oh, they fight well, and do honour to theirancestors, but they know they are fated to die. Mara knows Ihave won.'

 

'Master,' pleaded Incomo, 'I would be less than yourdutiful servant if I did not point out that there may beunexpected turns in your assessment. There are other issuesat stake beyond who may claim the white and gold. Ichindarhas fathered no son. At this moment, many of the Imperialsmight whisper that the time draws nigh to install anothermember of the royal line upon the throne. Jiro of the Anasaticould be their choice; Kamatsu of the Shinzawai can traceties to royalty, and his son is well regarded. What if you wereto discover this offer is but-'

Tasaio sharply cut off speculation. 'Mara knows I havewon. It is over.' Oddly piqued, as if he had relished achallenge that would not materialize, the Lord of theMinwanabi signalled his Force Commander to wheel hiscolumns of soldiers and march back to their camp.

Left alone with the mournful song of the butane, Incomolingered behind. He could not imagine how Mara mightcontrive to shift the course of events yet to come. But heknew this conflict was far from over. At best, Mara hadbought herself the gift of a few months more in which toplot; at worst, she would have some trap in mind, and theMinwanabi would be swallowed by it. Chilled by a heavygust, Incomo caught his flapping robes about him andhurried to overtake his master. As he picked his pathdownhill in the darkness, he mulled over the most prudentcourse: to send inquiries to his agents for the latestinformation they might uncover about Mara's intentions, orto complete his unfinished last testament and death poem.Caught by a deepening sense of finality, Incomo decided todo both.

 

The night's progression of events did not end with themeeting on the hilltop. Mara arrived back at her town housefeeling tired to her bones. She shed her outer' robe andpushed back strands of hair torn loose by the incessantwind, and only then came out of her daze long enough tounderstand what Saric was telling her.

 

An imperial messenger had called in her absence.

'What did he say?' Mara asked dully, and by the concernon Saric's face, she realized she had asked him to repeathimself.

 

Tactful, Saric explained; and the particulars of Ichindar'slatest proclamation struck Mara like a blow to the heart.

Her mind went numb after the first words: that theEmperor of Tsuranuanni was buying up all Midkemian
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slaves belonging to subjects of the Empire. The words 'fairprice' and 'Imperial Treasury' seemed sounds made by coldwinds, an evil extension of the nightmares brought by thebutane. Reeling as if the underpinnings of her life had allbeen torn asunder, Mara did not feel Saric's hands help herfrom the hallway into the sitting room. The cushion thatsupported her did not seem real, and the tears that spranginto her eyes seemed those of somebody else.

 

Her body, her mind, her heart- all seemed open woundsof anguish.

 

'Why?' she asked dully. 'Why?'

 

Saric had not released her hand, mostly because she clungstill to the warmth of his touch. He offered what comfort hecould, though he guessed the futility of such efforts. In thegentlest of tones, he tried to soften the insupportable. 'It is saidthat the Light of Heaven will sell Kevin's countrymen back tothe Midkemian King. All slaves who were prisoners of the warwill be shipped downriver and sent through the rift. Theoriginal rift has been reopened outside the City of the Plains.'

Flinching outright at the mention of her beloved's name,Mara could not prevent brimming eyes from spilling over.'The Emperor makes free men of slaves?'

 

Calmly, Saric qualified. 'Out of respect for our gods, onecould say that act would be the province of Lyam, King ofIsles.'

 

Mara regarded the whitened fingers twined with those ofher adviser. Her resolve to keep nerves of steel had availednothing! She felt defeated down to her core. The threatposed by the Minwanabi had at last overtaken her scantresources, and now she was to lose Kevin. The fact she hadalready resolved to send him away into freedom made nodifference. The immediacy of the moment devastated.

'When does the Light of Heaven require the slaves to besurrendered?' she asked, surprised that her tongue couldshape words.
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Saric answered with profound sympathy. 'By noontomorrow, my Lady.'

 

There had been no warning of this, none. Mara chokedback a sob. Shamed by her show of emotion, and hearing theshade of Nacoya scolding her for ignoble sentiment, shegrasped for one single thought upon which to bolster hercourage; for bravery alone would see her through the ruinsof her only happiness, and the hopes she had dared tocherish concerning the continuance of the Acoma name.

Only one hint of good came to mind amidst the bleakness:Kevin would be spared the disaster that must follow hersupport of Tasaio for the Warlordship. If the barbarian'srecitations of Kingdom Law and the Great Freedom weretruths, then his King Lyam would free him. He would liveout his days honourably in Zun, and escape the madnessand carnage to come.

 

Mara tried to convince herself that her beloved was betteroff gone, but logic did not appease the lacerating pain in herheart. She found the hand not gripping Saric's cradled overthe small spark of life engendered deep in her womb. Like aspill of light through a doorway, revelation came. Sherealized that all she had done this night had been for Kevin'sunborn child. She and Ayaki were Tsurani-born, dedicatedto centuries-old tradition that held to honour before life,and they would unhesitatingly choose death before disgrace.But the spirit that quickened in her womb was halfMidkemian;somehow she had acknowledged its future

right to live and prosper with the values the father wouldhave accorded such things. Recognition dawned, with nosmall portion of fear, as Mara of the Acoma understood shehad again stepped beyond the bounds of her culture. Shehad accorded the common folk of the Empire considerationbefore her family name; once she would have believed sucha concept would have shamed her father and her ancestry,even earned the wrath of Tsuranuanni's many gods.
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Now she could conceive of no other viable choice.

Torn between tears and the sense of relief that soon, verysoon, the years of tribulation would be ended, Mara cameback to herself. She loosened her fingers from Saric's andblotted awkwardly at her eyes. 'I will need the services of mymaid,' she managed tremulously. 'Kevin must not see that Ihave been upset.'

 

Saric made to rise and bow, but a small shake of Mara'shead detained him. 'Send word back to Keyoke that all ofour outworld slaves are to be sent forthwith to the City ofthe Plains. Then choose our strongest warriors to escortKevin to whatever staging area the Emperor has set aside forthe Midkemians. Say nothing of this to anyone save Lujan,lest word of this development be carelessly mentioned by theservants.' Here Mara paused to wrestle past a catch in herthroat. 'For my lover has a contrary and stubborn nature.Although he longs for his freedom, he may have a mind toargue over the manner in which it is bestowed upon him.'

Here the Lady was unable to continue, but Saric understood.Kevin had never submitted to orders, except throughchoice, or brute force. He had proved himself a formidablefighter, and where Mara was concerned, no man mightpredict how he would react to being parted from her. For hisown safety's sake and the lives of the warriors who mustdeliver him into the care of the Emperor, he must not hear ofthe fate that awaited him beforehand.

 

Saddened, for he had come to like the Midkemian's oddhumour, and his decidedly strange views of life, Saric bowedto his mistress's wisdom. But as he hurried off to send in hermaids, he reflected that he had never seen a more bleakexpression in the eyes of any woman he had known.

The night passed in terrible, restless torment for Mara.While the butane wailed across the rooftree, she madefrantic love to Kevin, the last time ending in tears in his
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arms. He stroked her with a tenderness that threatened tobreak her heart. Hurt by her silence, her unwillingness tospeak her fears, he nevertheless ignored his own pain in aprofound effort to comfort her.

 

Mara clung to him in a mounting tide of hysteria. Herworld seemed unhinged and she could not conceive of a lifewithout the solid presence of the man who had caused her tore-examine every aspect of her beliefs, and forced her to seethe deficiencies of her culture. Kevin had become more thanlover, more than a man she could confide in: he was thetaproot of the tree of her resolve. She had to rely upon hisstrength to change the Empire and make it honourable in anew and moral way. Without him, the power, the goals, andthe shining vision she held for a future now shadowed by herrecent vow to Tasaio seemed things devoid of joy. Mara layin the warmth of Kevin's embrace and listened as the soft,steady beat of his heart blended with the hollow dirge of thewinds that rattled the screens.

 

Somehow, against his volatile barbarian nature, Kevinsensed that her turmoil would not support questions. Hissensitivity wounded her, robbed her of a perverse excuse tofly into anger and send him away. Mara endured the tendercaress of his hands, cut by the knowledge that this was thelast night she could touch him. At last, exhausted, she fellinto restless dreams. He lay awake, her head cradled in thehollow of his shoulder.

 

Through all the years he had known her, he had neverseen her so distraught. Open in revealing his own passions,it never occurred to him that her love for him might be thehidden cause of her anguish.

 

Dawn came, unwanted as an executioner's arrival. Marafound a grain of courage amid the wreckage of her nervesand ordered Kevin away, before the onset of her morningsickness. She spent a miserable interval torn between tears
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that would not flow from swollen eyes, and dry heaves. Hermaids worked tirelessly to restore her to a semblance ofproper appearance. By the time she was fit to be seen inpublic, noon had already drawn nigh. Mara emerged fromher quarters to find the escort quietly arranged by Saricalready waiting by the door. Unaware of the Emperor'sproclamation, Kevin waited in his usual place by her litter,his red hair familiarly tousled, and a concerned expressionon his face. At the sight of his blue eyes on her, Mara all butbroke down.

 

Then the stern fibre of her warrior forebears sustainedher. Drawing upon all her temple-taught training, she shutoff her clamour of emotions and forced herself to stepforward, one foot after another, until finally she reached herlitter. Of desperate necessity, she chose Saric to assist her toher seat. Then, in a voice unrecognizable as her own, shesaid, 'We must leave.'

 

She named no destination; this detail Saric had alreadyattended to, and Lujan knew what lay ahead. But theanomaly roused Kevin to suspicion. 'Where are we boundfor this day?' he asked on a fixed note of sharpness.

Mara dared not try speech. Aware that her eyes wereflooding, she quickly snapped her curtains closed, and it wasLujan who waved her bearers to rise, and her honour guardof soldiers to march out of the town house courtyard, asSaric held his gaze upon the Midkemian with somethingresembling regret.

 

'Will somebody please tell me why everyone acts asthough we were going to a funeral?' Kevin demandedplaintively. He received only Tsurani blankness for replyand resorted to a spectacular attempt at banter.

His extravagance at any other time would have sorelytried the deportment of her warriors, but today the mostdevastating of his repartee fell upon deaf ears. No one somuch as hinted at a smile, far less indulged in a laugh.
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'Gods, but everyone's as lively as a corpse.' Mournful thatsome of his best jokes had been wasted, Kevin lapsed intosilence as the escort crossed the bustle of Kentosani and tooka turn toward the less fashionable district by the south-facingriverside.

 

Ahead lay a palisade constructed of wide, thick planks.Kevin stopped dead in the roadway, and only their fighters'reflexes prevented the warriors behind from slamming intohim. 'I've seen the likes of this place before,' he accused in atone that snapped with reckless insolence. 'Why are wegoing to the slave markets, Mara?'

 

The Acoma warriors did not wait for any signal; Kevin'sreactions were far too unpredictable for such nicety. Firmly,swiftly, and in force, they closed around the Midkemian andcaught him back by the wrists.

 

Pinioned, and startled into rage, Kevin twisted, half aninstant too late. The warriors grunted at the effort, butmanaged to keep their grip.

 

Traffic in the street was stopped by the commotion, andheads turned to stare.

 

'Gods!' Kevin exploded in a tone of blistering betrayal.'You're selling me!'

 

The cry all but shattered Mara's heart. She whipped asidethe curtains of her litter and looked up into blue eyes thatburned with fathomless rage. Words failed her.

'Why?' cried Kevin, with such terrible lack of inflectionshe felt clubbed. 'Why should you do this to me?'

It was Lujan who answered, and roughly, for his ownvoice threatened to show feeling unseemly for a warrior, farless an officer of his status. 'She does not part with youwillingly, Kevin, but by the Emperor's order!'

'Damn the Light of Heaven,' Kevin exploded. 'Damn

your sod of an Emperor to the deepest pit of the SeventhHell!'

 

Gawkers poked their faces out of windows, and more

passersby stopped to stare. Several farm matrons made asign against blasphemy, and a sour-faced merchant on theverge expressed thoughts of sending for a priest. Unwillingto be tried by the temples for the mouthing of a miscreantbarbarian, a warrior less well acquainted with Kevinreached out a hand to cover his mouth.

 

The barbarian exploded into violence. He wrenched a fistfree, knocking two of Mara's guards aside before any otherscould move. The men were under orders to refrain fromdrawing blades, but as Lujan joined the heaving knot ofstruggle that centred around the Midkemian, he prayed noone would forget. Kevin battled as if possessed, and with hisgreat height, no one watching from the sidelines could missthat he transgressed sane limits. He was irate enough toforget protocols, and should he succeed in his attempt tosnatch a sword from one of the warrior's scabbards, theEmperor himself could not keep him from dying.

Lujan glimpsed the fear on Mara's face Then he dared afury more focused than any harulth's, and dived headlonginto the press.

 

The wrestler's move he employed prevailed and he struckKevin squarely off balance. Lujan bore him over backwardonto the cobbles of the street, while another soldier addedhis weight to the Force Commander.

 

Most men would have been stunned by the fall. TheMidkemian seemed unfazed. Driven by a rage that dulledphysical pain, and goaded by emotions that no line of reasonmight stay, he tore into Lujan with a ferocity well capable ofkilling. Narrowly avoiding a knee in the groin, the AcomaForce Commander grappled a whirlwind of moving flesh.Somehow he managed to rap out orders to his men. 'Closein! Use your shields and bodies to hide this fracas frompublic view.'

 

A fist grazed his cheek. Feeling the burn of torn skin,
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Lujan indulged in a rare curse. 'Damn it, man, will you stop,or must I be forced to hurt you?'

 

Kevin snarled an obscenity. '. . . if you had a mother!' hefinished.

 

Aware that the slave he sought to subdue had nothesitated to pitch himself weaponless against armed ranksof enemy warriors, Lujan reacted by reflex. Desperate, andmoved by care and admiration for Kevin, he employed thehonourless, brutal tactics learned in the mountains as a greywarrior. Another criminal might have recognized themoves; any proper Tsurani warrior would have beenshamed to employ a fist to an opponent's groin. Felled by ablow that held nothing of fairness, and blanched dead whitewith the pain, Kevin rolled into a moaning knot of limbs onthe filthy paving of the street.

 

'Sorry, old son,' Lujan murmured, his inflection andchoice of phrase borrowed intact from Kevin. 'You willfinish your life in freedom and honour, whether you wish toor not.'

 

Then, feeling battered inside as well as out, ForceCommander Lujan raised himself to his feet. 'Bind and gagtrim,' he said with whiplash curtness to his men. 'We darerisk no further incident.'

 

Then, aching for the mistress who watched all from theshadow of her litter, he forced his face back into a semblanceof Tsurani impassivity and ordered the party forward on itserrand.

 

At the gate of the compound, the master of Kentosani'sslave guild stepped out of his hut to inquire after the needs ofthe Lady of the Acoma.

 

Mara choked words past numbed lips. 'This slave . . . is tobe returned to his homeland, by order of the Light ofHeaven.'

 

A limp weight in the grip of her guardsmen, Kevin turned

blue eyes toward her. The light in their depths beseeched,

but the child in her womb kept her strong. 'I am sorry,' shemurmured, heedless that the master of the slave guild staredat her in dumbfounded curiosity. Unable to voice the words,she moved her lips to mouth the phrase 'my love'. The rest ofwhat she wished to say stuck impossibly in her throat.

The slave broker nodded. 'He's very strong, though a bitpast prime. I would think a fair price -'

 

Mara held up her hand, silencing the man. 'No. Send himhome.'

 

If the slave master found this behaviour odd, he saidnothing. He was having enough difficulty understandingwhy the Emperor would choose to buy slaves simply to sendthem away to some alien palace. The edict had createdenough confusion, and if this Lady chose to be generous, hewould not object. 'My Lady,' he said, bowing deeply.

At last, unable to bear the wild, haunted pain she saw inher loved one's face, Mara whispered, 'Live a long and noblelife, son of Zun.'

 

She managed to achieve the impossible and summon thecourage to order her warriors onward to take Kevin away tothe compound set aside for the Emperor's purchases. Theslave master directed the way, and dimly Mara heard one ofher warriors speak words to the effect that Kevin was to betreated with respect and care, once his bonds wereremoved . . .

 

The stockade doors swung closed, forever cutting off herview. Lujan remained by her side, his face a stone maskbeneath the shadow of his helm. Most atypically, he did notrealize that his officer's plumes had been bent and knockedawry during the foray in the street.

 

Mara sank back on her cushions, wrung dry of tears, andtoo debilitated to lift even a finger to close her curtains. Theshadow thrown over her by the great wooden gates seemedutterly frigid. She could not banish the memory of Kevin'seyes in the moment she had ordered their parting. Always,
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to her grave, it would haunt her, that she had sent him awaybound and helpless. Dully she wondered how long Tasaiowould spare her, after the coming truce came to itsinevitable end. How many nights would she lie awakeaching with the now unanswerable question: Would Kevinhave left her reasonably, or willingly, if she had owned thenerve to consult him beforehand?

 

'Lady?' Lujan's soft voice intruded into a wilderness ofpain. 'The time has come to go home.'

 

The warriors had returned, unnoticed.

 

Mara returned a limp wave. How, she wondered, with apain sharp as a knife thrust, was any place in the Empire everagain going to feel like home?

 

The day and the night that followed seemed desolate andwithout ending. Alternately ravaged by grief and cruelnightmares, Mara tossed on her sleeping mat. Waking,sleeping, and in dreams, she seemed to see Kevin standing ather bedside, a look of naked accusation in his eyes. By nowthe barge that carried him would be well on the waydownriver. By the time she and Tasaio and the Lords of theHigh Council resolved their differences with the Emperor,the man she loved above all others would be far beyondreach, on the soil of a distant, other world.

 

Stung awake time and again as she reached out andencountered the empty place where he had lain, or joltedbolt upright in terror by the vision of Tasaio of theMinwanabi holding a sacrificial sword over the gutted bodyof her son, Mara prayed. She begged Lashima for insightthat would grant her the miracle she needed to thwart theenemy who cared for power more than peace, and whowould see the natami of her ancestors buried face down,forever beyond reach of the sunlight. Hag-ridden, and

feeling ill, she at last abandoned her pretence of rest. She
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paced the floor of her chambers until dawn, and then calleda meeting of her advisers.

 

The butane continued to blow. Its whipping, tireless gustspried at the shutters and screens as Mara, her ForceCommander, and her acting First Adviser sat down inconference in her sitting room.

 

Huskily, as though her throat had been scraped withsand, the Lady of the Acoma opened. 'I have one day toprepare for the confrontation between the Emperor andMinwanabi.'

 

Painfully bright in his confidence, Saric said, 'What haveyou planned, mistress?'

 

Mara closed swollen eyes, worn through to her soul. 'Ihave no plan. Unless you and your cousin have consideredsomething I have not, we march into this moment of destinywith nothing more than our naked wits. I have promisedMinwanabi diet no one shall ascend to the Warlord's thronebefore him.'

 

'Then,' said Saric, in a tone of patent reason, 'the onlychoice must be that no one sits upon the Warlord's throne.'

For a prolonged moment, only the wail of the butane heldsway. A maid entered with a tray of chocha and sweet rollsand quietly left. No one seemed interested in refreshment.

Mara regarded the faces that all turned toward her withmaddening expectancy. 'Well, how shall we contrive tomake a miracle?' she said in thinnest exasperation.

Showing a bruise and a scabbed cheek from his fisticuffswith Kevin, her Force Commander said without humour,'Mistress, it is for such things that all look to you.'

Mara stared bleakly back. 'This time I have run out of 'binspiration, Lujan.'

 

Her Force Commander shrugged with total impassivity.'Then we shall die honourably killing Minwanabi dogs.'

A surge of protest moved within Mara. 'Kevin is-' Hervoice caught and a rush of emotion caused a sting of tears

beneath her eyelids. Forcing her grief and pain behind rigidcontrol, she ran a damp hand over her face. 'Kevin wasright. We are a murderous race, and we waste ourselves inkilling one another.'

 

The butane howled, shaking the screen, and sending chilldraughts across the room. Mara repressed a shiver and didnot at first notice Saric's request to speak. When she saw,and signalled her acquiescence, he questioned her condemnationwith a buried hint of impatience. 'Mistress, theanswer is plain? It does not matter if Minwanabi is notdefeated, so long as the Emperor wins, yes?'

 

Mara's eyes opened wide. 'Explain this.'

 

Saric searched for words to express the concept whichhovered upon the edge of his mind. 'If the Light of Heavencan bolster his position, can find enough support in the HighCouncil for his absolute rule-'

 

Mara shot upright, causing her loosely pinned hair totumble in waves down her back. Ignoring the maid whorushed to remedy the untidiness, the Lady of the Acomaknotted her brows in a frown. 'Then he could orderMinwanabi . . .' She fought against the reflexive instinct tooppose any break in tradition and embrace the alien conceptof absolute rule. 'Leave me,' she said with sudden sharpnessto her circle of advisers. 'I have much to think about.'

As Saric arose with the others, Mara retained him with acommand. 'Send word to the Light of Heaven, Saric. Beghim for an audience. Swear upon whatever honour ourname holds that the safety of the Empire depends upon thismeeting.'

 

The young adviser repressed curiosity. 'When, mistress?'

Over the incessant noise of the butane, Mara called, 'Assoon as he is able, but no later than one hour before noontoday.' Her voice ceased sounding whipped, as her mindweighed options, discarding those that were based onunfounded hope, rather than sound possibility; for
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inspiration had arrived at a moment nearly too late. 'IfTasaio's ambition is to be thwarted, I will need every minuteof time.'
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The Emperor listened.

 

In his grand audience hall, a chamber large enough tohouse twenty companies of warriors, Ichindar, ninety-firstin an unbroken line, sat atop his ceremonial throne. Theimposing chair was ancient wood, overlaid with gold andtopaz, with massive rubies, emeralds, and onyx stones facedinto the sides and back. It rested on a raised pyramidal dais,with a course of steps upon each side. The floor at the basewas inset with a vast sunwheel pattern in warm tones ofagate, white opal, and more topaz. Upon each side of thehuge pyramid, twenty Imperial Whites stood guard uponthe stairs. The floor directly before Mara held chairs for highpriests and advisers, but only three were present: a scribewho took notes for distribution to those temple representativeswho were absent, the Chief Priest of Juran, and theHigh Father Superior of Lashima. Mara had been gratefulfor the prelate of Lashima's presence, hoping it was afavourable omen, for that man had officiated at herinterrupted ordination, on the day Keyoke had arrived totake a seventeen-year-old child home as Ruling Lady of theAcoma.

 

Stripped of even her honour guard, for warriors wereforbidden in formal audience with the Emperor, she voicedthe last part of her proposed plan. An imperial scribe sittingto Mara's right hurriedly transcribed her words for thearchives, as her phrases echoed into the cavernous chamber.With the hall's vast domed skylights, gold-and-crystal-framedwindows, and polished marble floors, the sound ofher voice made her feel physically diminished.

At the close of her last phrase, she bowed deeply andstood as protocol dictated, her hands crossed in salute at herbreast, behind the low railing beyond which no petitionermight approach. Trembling despite her best efforts, sheawaited the Light of Heaven's reaction. As the minutespassed, and the silence became prolonged, she dared noteven raise her eyes for fear she might find disapproval on theyouthful countenance atop the dais.

 

'Much of what you propose rests upon speculation,Lady,' the Emperor said on a note of unquestionedauthority.

 

Her eyes still locked upon the elaborately patterned floor,Mara said, 'Majesty, it is our only hope.'

 

'What you suggest . . . is unprecedented.'

 

That Ichindar considered tradition ahead of his ownpersonal safety suggested much. This slender, solemn-facedyoung ruler was not greedy for absolute power; neither washe too timid to embrace bold concepts in the light of pendingcrisis. Admiring the maturity and courage apparent in oneso physically slight, Mara said, 'Much of what you havedone, Majesty, is also unprecedented.'

 

Ichindar inclined his head, the long, golden plumes of hisheaddress swaying as he nodded a stately acquiescence.Enveloped in elaborate layers of robes, he sat with painfulformality, his face already marked by the ruler's burdens.Green eyes in dark hollows and cheeks gaunt from sleeplessnights marred what should have been a carefree visage.Beneath the jewels, and pomp, Mara perceived a spiritbeaten down with worry. Young he might be, but the Lightof Heaven was aware that he stood upon ground moreperilous than quicksand. He held no delusions. His strengthstemmed from the incalculable reverence the Tsurani peopleheld for his office, but although deep-seated, such sentimentwas far from limitless. Although uncommon amongIchindar's ninety predecessors, regicide was not unheard of.
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The Emperor's death was considered proof unto itself thatthe gods had already withdrawn their blessing from theEmpire. Circumstances must already be disastrous for anybut the most ambitious of Lords to attempt such a deed. YetMara knew Tasaio harboured just such ambition. And therewere those, this day, who considered abolishment of theWarlord's office a dire enough offence against tradition tojustify such an act.

 

Aware of the perils she invited by encouraging a coursethat departed further from the familiar, Mara raised hereyes to the enthroned figure on the dais. 'Majesty, I offeronly hope. I can stem Minwanabi's ambition alone, but onlyat great cost. Tasaio would have to be granted the Warlord'stitle. A peaceful succession to the white and gold might sendthese armies outside Kentosani home in peace. I submit toyou this is an easy choice. Take it, and you may retire fromthe Great Game, return to the High Council its licence toact, and retire to your divine contemplations. But allpersonal feuds and differences aside, I submit that thiscourse would only buy time. A Minwanabi on the Warlord'sthrone would lead to a future of strife.

 

'I believe the chance exists, here and now, for permanentchange - an end, perhaps, to the needless bloodshed thatriddles our concept of politics. I believe that honour neednot be rooted in killing for supremacy. Our moment to instila more compassionate governance may never come again inour lifetimes. Humbly, I implore you: think what that couldmean.'

 

The Emperor's green eyes regarded her piercingly, evenfrom his place high upon his dais. When he did not offeropinion, the priest of Juran the Just arose from his seat; aflick of one thin hand from the enthroned figure allowed himpermission to speak.

 

'Mare of the Acoma, does it occur to you that your wordsmight not be pleasing to heaven? Yours is an old and
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esteemed name, and yet you appear to have laid aside yourfamily honour. You pledge one thing to Tasaio of theMinwanabi, but even now you seek to forswear a mostsacred vow.'

 

Mara knew a terrible, invasive shadow of fear. The perilsof inciting accusation of heresy were not far from her mind,so she directed her reply solely to the Light of Heaven. 'If Ihave laid aside the blessing of my ancestors, I say this is myown affair. I have transgressed no laws, nor offendedheaven. In all that I have done, through all that I implore youto consider, I act for the Good of the Empire.' She shifted herregard to the priest as she added, 'Even if I should dishonourmy family's name, this I would willingly do to serve theEmpire.'

 

A stillness greeted this statement, and then a stir ofmurmurs from the handful of advisers and priests. Therepresentative from Juran's temple sat down with a lookdistinctly shaken.

 

The Light of Heaven turned wide, intelligent eyes uponthe lady who stood in erect defiance at the foot of his throne.After an interval of unhurried thought, he gestured to hispriests. 'Let none present impute disgrace to the Lady. Shedoes no shame to her house and name, but honours theEmpire with her courage and service. For who else amongour thousands of Ruling Lords has dared to approach uswith this truth?'

 

He paused, reached up with his own finely drawn hands,and removed his ceremonial headdress. A servant rushed infrom the sidelines, knelt, and relieved him of its burden.With the high, feathered crown gone from his head,Ichindar seemed to shed his formality. He ran a handthrough tousled brown hair and turned reflective. 'When Ifirst embarked upon my course within the Great Game, itwas because I saw my uncle, Almecho, manipulate theEmpire for the sole purpose of keeping himself in power as

Warlord. The results brought suffering to many. Hisambition was a threat to the nation ... and myself,' headded ruefully. 'In working with Lord Kamatsu and othersto end the bloodshed, I came to question the manner inwhich we live our lives, and I believe I understand somethingof the necessity that moves you.'

 

Ichindar stood. He waved away the guards who wouldclose at his shoulders, and descended the steps from his dais.'Let me share something with you, Mara of the Acoma,something only a handful of men know.' The Emperor'smanner was sure, but behind the mask of a ruler born, Marasaw a boy who was still vulnerably young and as human asshe under the enveloping weight of his state finery. Hecrossed the floor in measured steps. The priests watched, theone from Juran's temple rapt as a carrion bird, and the HighFather Superior of Lashima's order faintly smiling as theLight of Heaven reached across the rail and took her handfrom its position of salute.

 

Since such unexpected familiarity appeared to disconcertLady Mara, he looked directly into her eyes. originally, Itried to force peace upon the nations, for I saw great dangerto us as a people if conquest were our only goal. But afterMilamber returned, my reasons changed. You may haveheard rumours of a great conflict upon the world ofMidkemia. I confide to you now that the foe confrontedthere was the being our legends name the Enemy.'

Mindful of a past discussion with Arakasi, Mara wasunsurprised to hear this confirmed. She had reread theancient tales of some unknown horror called the Enemy,which had destroyed her ancestors' homeworld, sendingthem across a mystic Golden Bridge into refuge on Kelewan.Although most of her peers had no cause to believe the oldtales were anything other than myth, her quiet, earnestmanner held no hint of scorn or disbelief. This was not loston the Emperor.

 

Warming still more, Ichindar said, 'The menace frombefore the dawn of our history existed, and was moreterrible in fact than in story. The Assembly of Magiciansstood with me in my desire that should such an evil conquerour former enemies in the Kingdom and turn their wrathupon us, we as a nation must stand united to face them. Forthis I suspended the High Council, that the machinations ofthe Great Game not be allowed to weaken us against suchawesome threat. At my command, ten Great Ones and threethousand soldiers of the Kanazawai clan, led by Hokanu ofthe Shinzawai-'

 

'Hokanu has been upon the other world?' Mare blurted.Then realizing her rudeness before the Emperor, she added,'I beg my Sovereign's forgiveness.'

 

Ichindar smiled. 'You hold the young man in someregard, I see. Yes, Hokanu spent some weeks at war onMidkemia, and more time with his brother, Kasumi.' TheEmperor smiled. 'We do not understand our former enemiesin the Kingdom. Kasumi's bravery in serving his new masterin the conflict won him appointment to a lordship amongthe nobles of the Kingdom. I am unfamiliar with their titles,but the one granted Kasumi is no mean thing, I'm told.'

The Great Freedom that Kevin had recalled with suchfondness was true, then! Mara blinked back sudden tears,this certain proof setting final seal upon her changed beliefs.Forever after, she could not live comfortably with her ownpeople's rigid concept of caste. Men and women were onlyhuman beings - gods did not appoint them slaves, or nobles,or craftsmen with irrevocable finality. That in her culture ason might be born and live in exemplary honour, and yetnever be awarded the rank deserving of his deeds, wasinjustice and waste of the first order.

 

'It is to our shame,' she murmured unthinkingly loud,'that a captive might gain freedom and begin a noble housethat might someday rise to greatness among his former
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enemies - those we call barbarians - and yet many equallyworthy sons taken prisoner into our Empire could becomeno more than slaves. I fear we are the barbarians, and notthe Midkemians.'

 

Taken aback by this concept, which previously had onlybeen aired with Kamatsu of the Shinzawai, the Emperor ofTsuranuanni regarded the woman across the rail. 'So Ithought, also. Perhaps you will appreciate the fine point,that all slaves returned across the rift will be free men ontheir home soil. Their King Lyam swore such to me, andthough the first peacemaking was a disastrous mishap, Inow know him for an honourable ruler.'

 

Torn by memories of Kevin, Mara could only nod.

'I am loath to relinquish control of the Empire back to theHigh Council,' Ichindar resumed, returned to the subjectthat had brought her. He lowered his voice so the priests andthe scribe would not hear. 'I also have come to understandthat the chance arises to begin afresh.' He released Mara'shand with a half-smile of chagrin that oddly reminded her ofHoppara. Then, gesturing for his servant to return hisformal headdress to his brow, he swept back up the stair tohis lofty throne.

 

Once again seated in state, he framed his official answer.'Whatever will occur on the morrow, the Empire will beforever changed. The magicians have held council on thisissue, but they are reluctant to intervene further in politics,since the risk of the Enemy is past. Many of my allies againstthat threat have withdrawn'- he indicated the empty chairsupon the pyramid steps -'some as a result of my condemnationof Axantucar.' Ichindar studied Mara a long and finaltime. 'I think your plan has merit, but the risks you court areequal to, if not greater than, others you wish to avoid.' Thepoint did not have to be stated that more than Lords might

fall if Mara's proposal went awry. The Empire itself mightbe plunged into bloody ruin. 'I shall send word in the
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morning of my decision,) Ichindar allowed. 'Tasaio hasalready requested a meeting, with all Ruling Lords inattendance - it's just this side of a demand I appear beforethe High Council to answer charges, I think.'

 

Now seeming only a boy wearing a costly weight ofjewels, sparkling metals, and silk, Ichindar sighed. 'I expect Ihave no choice. I shall confront Tasaio.' He ended theaudience with a tired smile. 'Whatever befalls, Lady Mara,you have my regard. Await my word tomorrow, and maythe gods protect you and the name of your ancestors.'

Mara bowed low, feeling admiration for this young man,trained since childhood to revere tradition, and yet giftedwith imagination and intelligence enough to see beyondfalse glory to the higher good of his people. Aware that hewas special, and that his office might never be blessed withanother of such unbiased perceptions, Mara left the greathall.

 

In the imperial anteroom her own party awaited, includingSaric and Lujan, and Arakasi as attending servant, alongwith a picked honour guard of warriors. As one ofIchindar's ministers escorted the Acoma contingent out ofthe imperial quarters, Mara remained deep in thought.Outside, as she was helped by Arakasi into her litter, shesaid, 'Home, quickly. We have much to do and dangerouslylittle time.'

 

Mara held council throughout the night. Lords of manyparties and clans made their way to her town house to seekher wisdom. Two hours before dawn, the Lady gathered anescort, and departed in her litter to appear before the oneruler who had failed to call. To the sleepy guard whoanswered Lujan's knock upon that man's town house gate,she demanded, 'Tell Lord lliando that Mara of the Acomawaits without for his welcome.'

 

The disgruntled Lord of the Bontura arrived a short time
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later, his hair still in spikes from his pillow, and his robemismatched with his slippers. Through an expression stillsurly from being wakened, he spoke the words to welcomeLady Mara into his home. When she was comfortablyinstalled in his sitting room, and servants were called fromtheir beds to attend to the courtesy of refreshments andchocha, he spoke bluntly. 'Mare, why do you arriveunbidden at this hour of the night?'

 

Mara signalled for Lujan and her honour guard towithdraw. 'I come to ask your help.'

 

lliando held up a hand. 'You have my sympathy in yourtime of difficulty, but as for opposing Tasaio -'

Mara snapped erect. 'What?' Had the Lord of theBontura spies among the Minwanabi retinue, or had one ofIncomo's staff been too free with his tongue? None but herinner circle should have known the contents of her discussionwith her enemy on the hill.

 

'Come, girl, your meeting with Tasaio atop the hill withtwo armies at your backs could hardly be kept secret, couldit?' Mara's expression showed that she had hoped it could. 'Iwill save you time. I have already given my support to Jiro of

the Anasati,' the Lord of the Bontura confessed.

A slave arrived with the chocha tray and unobtrusivelybegan to fill cups. While the older Lord blew on his cup tocool the scalding drink, Mara's eyes narrowed. 'Jiro? Whatis he seeking in this?'

 

'You'll have to ask him.' The Lord of the Bonturaunwisely tried a sip, burned his tongue, and set down his cupin distaste. 'Mind the chocha,' he warned unnecessarily.Out of patience, but tactful enough to keep still, Marawaited for the elderly Lord to qualify his statement.

'Jiro has sent word to all members of Clan lonani, makingplain his beliefs that he considers his house in betterstanding than that of Lord Tonmargu.'

 

'So he bids to be Warchief,' Mara surmised. Suddenly she
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needed the chocha as an excuse to busy her hands. Nerves,and tension, and the uneasy adjustments her body wasmaking to pregnancy were all exacting a toll.

 

'If Frasai of the Tonmargu fears to confront Jiro, we'llhave a major shift in the ranks of the great families. It may beoverdue,' the Lord of the Bontura surmised. He did not needto belabour the fact that Frasai detested conflicts.

Stunned, Mara absorbed the implications of this unexpectedtwist. Sadly, she realized that Nacoya and Kevinhad been right: after long years of brooding, Jiro was stillangered that she had chosen his brother over him as herhusband. Jiro apparently had discerned the only course leftopen to her, and had taken steps to ensure that she wouldfail - for if she lacked the support of Clan lonani in acoalition to block the Minwanabi majority, her years ofgarnering influence and debts of vote all amounted tonothing. The Anasati heir could refuse to supportMinwanabi and Acoma both, deadlocking the HighCouncil. Her prediction to Tasaio about encroachingimperial rule by slow default would come true.

But Mara would gain little satisfaction, for a swornenemy would then turn his full attention to the obliterationof her house in the instant that impasse became obvious.Clearly, the Lady of the Acoma would not live long enoughto see her prophecy come true. Her hands instinctivelytouched her middle, as though to shelter the seed of Kevin'schild. Boy or girl, the babe might never know birth.

And if Jiro was patient and clever enough to survive as theconflict raged on, he could emerge as the logical compromisecandidate for the office of Warlord. Deep in thought asshe sorted implications, Mara lost herself in the tangledturns of the Great Game.

 

'Lady, are you ill?'

 

Lord lliando's question snapped her from contemplation.
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No, I am only . . . tired.' She waved away her host's concernand said, 'You are in my debt.'

 

The man inclined his head, acknowledging this was true.Regret coloured his tone. 'I may not compromise myhonour, Mara. You hold but my single vote in council, andonly under circumstances that cause me no family or clandishonour. Those were our conditions.'

 

'I would demand no such breach of integrity,' Maraassured him. 'Instead, I request that you marshal Clanlonani's support. If you can convince your kinsmen tosupport the lonani Warchief against House Minwanabi,you will have satisfied your debt to me as well as your clan'shonour.'

 

lliando shrugged. 'Even those who will back Tasaio in theend will go through the motions of supporting LordTonmargu's bid through one round of voting, Mara. It isexpected.'

 

'Don't confuse my request with a pro forma show ofrespect for Frasai,'Mara interjected. Beyond the screen, thefirst grey pallor of dawn had begun to drive back the night.She was rapidly running out of time, and that realizationvastly shortened her patience. 'I require as many vows aspossible against the chance that conflict might arise betweenTasaio and your Warchief. In that event, I depend upon theassurance that Clan lonani will stand resolute until I clearlyshow you it is no longer useful. Particularly since Jiro of theAnasati may replace Lord Tonmargu as Warchief by thistime tomorrow.'
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Lord lliando sighed deeply. 'You ask a difficult bargain. Iwill see what I can do, starting with Lord Ukudabi. He isinfluential, and his cousin, Lord Jadi, was ruined by Tasaio'suncle, so his house bears no love for the Minwanabi.'

'Good.' Mara set aside her half-emptied chocha cup and

arose. 'I will see the Lord of the Tonmargu myself.' As herhost saw her through to his outer door, she concluded, 'This
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is more than a matter of feud between myself and Tasaio,my Lord lliando. The Empire has been plunged into change,and it is up to you and me and others like us to decidewhether the result is good or ill. Remember this: no matterwhat else you may think, I serve the Empire.'

 

Once she was outside, Mara's need for haste took over.She gave rapid instructions to Lujan, climbed into her litter,and endured a jostling ride as her bearers trotted throughthe city. The streets at that hour were deserted but forvegetable sellers driving laden needra wagons, and priestschanting daybreak devotions. Too fraught with nerves tofeel sleepy, Mara closed stinging eyes until she arrived at herdestination, an unobtrusive but beautifully appointed villain the old city, with guards in blue armour at the gates.

Even as her bearers bent to set down her litter, Marapulled aside the curtain and called, 'Mare of the Acoma!'

The officer on duty approached and offered a salute. 'MyLady, what service?'

 

'Announce to your Lord that I wish to see him, at once!'

The plumed officer returned a bow of impeccable politenessand strode inside the gates. Despite the early hour,Kamatsu of the Shinzawai was not in bed. Already finishedwith breakfast, he sent word that Mara be escorted inside,to the comfortable study off his garden.

 

In a secluded chamber surrounded by flowers andgreenery, Mara found the Lord of the Shinzawai in conferencewith another figure in the black robe of a magician.

Caught off guard, Mara hesitated, then bowed low.'Great One. I crave pardon for my intrusion.'

 

The cowled figure turned. Mara recognized Fumita asenigmatic dark eyes swept across her. 'You do not interrupt,Mara of the Acoma. You merely find two old menreminiscing.'

 

His statement was kindly meant, but even the casualscrutiny of a member of the Assembly was disquieting in
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Mara's state of barely contained agitation. 'I would returnlater,' she apologized. 'But time is limited, and I have need tospeak with Lord Kamatsu.'

 

The Warchief of Clan Kanazawai waved the Lady towarda sumptuous pile of cushions. 'Have you eaten, Lady Mara?If not, my servants might bring you refreshment.'

Mara accepted the seat gratefully, but the thought of anyfood caused her stomach to feel queasy. 'A little tesh will besufficient for my needs.' As one of the Shinzawai servantsdeparted unobtrusively for the kitchen, she glanced aroundthe room. 'Where is Hokanu?'

 

The elder Lord of the Shinzawai smiled in a warmth ofindulgence. 'He will be distressed to learn that he missedyour visit, Lady Mara. But as acting Force Commander ofthe house, and Subcommander to Lord Keda, he is needed inthe hills with the army.' Sadness touched his expression ashe added, 'Like every clan in the Empire, the Kanazawai

make ready for war.'

 

Then, presuming she called to learn what had become ofher contract of marriage proposal, Kamatsu sighed. As if aweight bore down upon his shoulders, he gestured to hisvisitor in appeal. 'Mare, in other, calmer times, nothingwould please me better than to bind my house to one ashonoured as the Acoma.' His honesty was genuine as hequalified. 'Nor could I wish for a daughter-in-law moreresourceful than you. But although my first son was not lost,as we first supposed, he will not be returning to rule afterme. He has been granted his own title to lands by the King ofIsles. As his father, I honour his choice to remain in the landof Midkemia. Hokanu remains my heir.'

 

Aware that the older man paused to search for words,Mara tried to relieve him of his discomfort. 'It was not forthe marriage contract that I came here. Please, do not feelobligated to deliver your answer to me in times when otherdifficulties surround us.'
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.~- ll~ll d warmmg smile. 'Your thoughtfulnessis appreciated, Lady Mara. I have always understoodHokanu's reasons for favouring you. In fact, if the choicewere simply personal, he would have had me sendacceptance on the day your writ arrived. The delay inanswering your request was mine alone, since the future ofour land is precarious. I'm not certain any of us will be in aposition to enjoy weddings after tomorrow.'

 

So he also had heard about Tasaio's call to confront theEmperor. Forgetful of the presence of the Great One who satmotionless as shadow in the corner, Mara regarded the manwho was among the most honoured rulers in the Empire.His age lay lightly upon him. The silver hair at his templesmade him look distinguished rather than old, and his eyeswere kindly with laugh lines. Where Hokanu's intelligenceheld an intensity like fire, the father had weathered withyears to a quiet, confident wisdom. Intuitively, Mara sensedthat this was a ruler to whom she could speak her true mind.

Hear me out,' she said earnestly. 'For what I say isintended for the Good of the Empire.' With that formalbeginning she outlined a plan she had been contriving to setinto play since sundown the day before.

 

Before the entrance to what had been the High Councilsection of the palace, Tasaio and his black-and-orange-cladhonour guard were halted by a contingent of a dozenImperial Whites. In full ceremonial regalia, and commandedby a Strike Leader whose golden plumes spread like a fanover his polished helm, they stood in neat ranks across theentrance, barring the way.

 

Before Tasaio could speak, the Imperial Strike Leaderheld up his hand. 'My Lord of the Minwanabi, you arecommanded to present yourself to the Light of Heaven, whoawaits your presence within the chamber formerlyemployed by the High Council.' The officer motioned, and
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his warriors stepped smartly aside, allowing Tasaio clearpassage.

 

Resplendent in his finest suit of armour, and carrying hisheirloom family sword in the scabbard at his black-lacqueredbelt, Tasaio ordered his retinue forward. As theytraversed the lofty halls of the council complex, he gave hisFirst Adviser a dry, satisfied smile. 'Ichindar knows enoughto keep the illusion of command, even if the reality of hisauthority is in question.'

 

Incomo gave no reply. Hot in his ceremonial clothing andtoo breathless from brisk walking for even a pretence ofdignity, he barely maintained the correct distance behind hismaster as he attempted to ascertain what might go wrongduring the coming confrontation. As they reached the entryto the council hall, Incomo was caught by surprise as Tasaiostopped suddenly on the threshold of the main portal; theelderly adviser barely avoided a collision. Yanked from hispreoccupation over possible disasters, Incomo peered overhis master's shoulder to see what caused the delay.

The chamber was filled with Ruling Lords, not unexpectedly,since the lowest ranks took their seats first, and as thecurrent most powerful family in the Empire, Tasaio wasprivileged to assume his place last. That this was noordinary council stood confirmed by the fact that even thehighest tiers of galleries were packed. The least-significantLords in the Empire had seen fit to attend this gathering,surest indicator of a time of crisis. Incomo squintednearsighted eyes to better make out the central dais. In thedazzle of sunlight from the dome, he made out a figure inshining white overrobes and armour of precious polishedgold. Ichindar, ninety-one times Emperor, stood at the topof the central dais. Through the flash of jewels and metal,Incomo took a moment to notice what had changed.

When he did, the reason behind Tasaio's precipitous stopbecame plain: the ivory and gold throne that had seated
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generations of previous Warlords was no longer in placeupon the dais.

 

'Curse the name of her ancestors,' Tasaio hissed under hisbreath. After the absence of the gold and white throne, hehad spotted Mara, clad in shimmering green silk, andstanding below the dais at the feet of the Light of Heaven.

'My Lord Tasaio,' addressed Ichindar in the awkwardinterval while Tasaio was still not recovered from surprise.The Lord of the Minwanabi had plainly intended to enterthe chamber and, before the entire High Council and theEmperor himself, presume to mount the dais and take theWarlord's seat. Mara had arranged to have the chairremoved to rob him of such theatrics. As all eyes turned,catching the Minwanabi Lord in his moment of furiousembarrassment, the Light of Heaven continued. 'Yousought my attendance at a meeting with the Lords of theEmpire. I have come.'

 

Tasaio recovered his poise with a reflex as swift as asword stroke. As if he intended to speak all along from hisposition in the central doorway, he looked loftily over thehall. 'Your Majesty, my Lords.' He glanced at Mara. 'Lady.'Entering the chamber to a hushed audience, he slowlydescended the stairs. 'We come to demand an end to thisinterruption of the traditional course of governance in theEmpire.' Without pause to make a bow he said, 'Majesty, Isay it is time for the High Council to reconvene for theappointment of a new Warlord.'

 

Quiet for only a moment as Tasaio reached the wideconcourse above the lowest floor, the glittering figure on thedais inclined his head. 'I agree.'

 

Taken aback a second time in moments, Tasaio stopped.He realized that to descend the stairs further would put himbelow the Emperor, so he remained where he was, lookingat Ichindar at eye level. Yet he hesitated. Of all the answers

he had anticipated, this was the last he expected to hear.

You agree, Majesty?'

 

Ichindar raised his jewelled rod of office. 'Before this dayis ended, we must arrive at a clear consensus. The HighCouncil must ratify my decisions of the last year, or the oldorder must be re-established.' He glanced down at Mara. 'Iam in debt to the Lady of Acoma for lending me understanding.I now perceive that a single dictate is not the way to gainsupport for the changes necessary to ensure our future. Ifour Empire is to survive, the time has arrived for us all torethink our needs. Other worlds and cultures are now opento us through the rift gates. In our first experience we havelearned to our sorrow that the old ways of conquest and warare poor coin to treat with the peoples of other realms.

'Not only have our former enemies shown themselves tobe honourable men,' continued the Emperor, 'they havegenerously kept us apprised of their struggles against theancient horror known in our history as the Enemy.' A buzzof talk greeted this, yet Ichindar raised his voice above it. 'Todeal with the Midkemians, and others who may come afterthem, we need to change our ways.'

 

Tasaio cried out in heartfelt appeal to the council Lords.'To deal with foreign powers; we must be strong! Wesuffered shame because Almecho lacked the courage toforge a million swords into one weapon wielded by a single,strong hand!' Looking in scorn upon the young Emperor inhis many layers of finery, then down at the diminutive Ladyat his feet, the Lord of the Minwanabi gestured in outrightscorn. 'It is time.'

 

Mara returned his hard look without flinching. Before allshe said, 'I gave my vow that I would see no other upon thethrone of white and gold before you, Tasaio. Behold, theivory and gold seat has been removed. By this you will seethat I keep my sworn word of honour. No one shall sit uponthat throne before you, Tasaio.'

 

A murmur swept the packed galleries, and Tasaio's lipstwisted with rage. Yet before he could manage rejoinder, avoice near the front ranks called out. 'I will let my choice beknown.'

 

All eyes turned to observe as Jiro of the Anasati arosefrom his seat and crossed to a point midway between theEmperor on the dais and the figure in orange armour on thestair. After a moment of dramatic confrontation, he movedto stand beside the Lord of the Minwanabi. From there hedirected a triumphant sneer at Mara. 'Lady, this settles anold debt between us. Perhaps my brother's shade will findrest in the knowledge his murderer has been punished.'

Mara suddenly felt every hour of missed sleep and theache of every dashed hope. The error she had made was nowpast all chance of remedy. Again she had underestimatedJiro's thirst for revenge and placed too much stock in hisambition. Still, like her father, she faced defeat with afighting spirit. 'You think to support Tasaio now,' she calledwith a derision that carried to the uppermost tier of thegalleries. 'Is it your intent to catch him weakened after hespends himself destroying tee?'

 

The conjecture was preposterous, given the currentMinwanabi ascendance. Jiro simply smiled and looked atTasaio. 'I stand with the new Warlord, for order must berestored to the Empire.'

 

The words touched off a wave of motion as a score ofLords joined Jiro's bid to reestablish the old ways. They rosein a rustle of robes to array themselves behind Tasaio, untilthe stairway where he stood became packed, and thenoverflowed into the adjacent ranks of seats. Some Lordswere trapped in the press, and no small number lost thespirit to fight against the prevailing surge, to win free of thecrowd. Their numbers added to those of the truly dedicated,forming a formidable wedge of support behind theMinwanabi Lord.
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Yet Mara persisted, against reason. 'My Lord

Xacatecas ?'

 

Hoppara of the Xacatecas stood and crossed to standwith her beneath the Emperor. A score of loyal Clan Xacalanobles joined him, their features grimly determined.

Lord lliando of the Bontura came to Mara's side. Thenmembers of the Clan Kanazawai entered the field, ringingthe central dais.

 

Still, these gains were rendered impotent at a stroke, asmost of the Clan lonani moved to stand with Tasaio. Thefew members of the Omechan who had attended dividedevenly.

 

When all the Lords in attendance had taken sides, themajority backed Tasaio. Lounging at ease against a railing,his expression suavely assured, he turned languid eyes to hisenemy. 'Well, Mara? Is this the best you can do?'

Less showy, but every bit as commanding in presence,Mara squared her shoulders. 'Lord Jidu of the Tuscalora,you have sworn allegiance to me.'

 

The recalcitrant vassal, who had thought to hide himselfto the rear of the Minwanabi faction, shamefacedlyremoved himself from the stair. Compelled to apologizeprofusely as he squeezed his corpulent body through thepress, he arrived at Mara's camp red-faced and sweating

with embarrassment.

 

Mara paid his discomfort no heed. 'Lord Randala,' shecried. 'You have sworn me a vote in council. I now call thatdebt.'

 

A major Lord in Clan Xacala, and a potential rival to theyoung Lord of the Xacatecas for the office of Warchief, thesandy-haired ruler of the Xosai removed himself fromTasaio's side of the hall. Two other Xacala Lordsabandoned other allies and followed. After them cameanother man from the upper galleries, armoured in scarletand brown. 'Let all know that Tasaio of the Minwanabi

used the honourable name of the Hanqu in an attempt toruin the Acoma. 1 take offence at such presumption, and castmy lot with the Lady.'

 

Accorded unexpected satisfaction from the disastrouspast ambush in the glen, Mara advanced onto the loweststair of the dais. To all present she announced, 'Never againwill a noble of the Empire wear the office of Warlord.' As astir threatened to drown out her words, she lookedpointedly to five others who stood with her family's bloodenemy. 'My Lords, all of you have committed one vote ofmy choosing. I call in the debt at this time.'

Reluctantly, the rulers in question vacated their chosenposition. As they and a trickle of their vassals and alliesswelled the crowd gathered behind Mara, others reacted tothe shift of power in the room. More and more supportersleft Tasaio's ranks and added to the throng around Mara.

Tasaio's features twitched with irritation. In tight tones,he said, 'You have your stalemate, Mara, and I concede thecleverness that allows you to keep your vow to the letter,without embracing its gist. You've gained a few days, atmost, so why not end this pretence?'

 

'I do not play the Great Game this day for personal gain orglory,' Mara interrupted. 'For the Good of the Empire, I callon my Lord of the Tonmargu.'

 

From the rear of the hall, the second most powerfulclaimant to the Warlord's office entered amid an honourguard of twenty. Erect despite his advanced age, he madecareful progress down the stairs past Tasaio and came tostand beside Mara. If his body seemed wasted with years, hisvoice was still powerfully resonant. 'By the honoured bloodof my ancestors, hear my pledge. I act for the Good of theEmpire.' So saying, he mounted the dais and bowed beforethe dazzling figure of the Emperor. 'Majesty,' he intoned, 'inthe best interests of all my people, I surrender my authority
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to your care.' He raised the staff that was his badge of officeas Warchief of Clan lonani and handed it up to Ichindar.

Jiro started forward in rage. 'You can't do this!'

Lord Frasai of the Tonmargu turned up his silvered headin the direction of the young man who had inherited themantle that had formerly been Tecuma's. Sadly he said, 'Sonof my kinsman, you are mistaken. Ichindar is of our ownblood. Dare you claim that any stands above him in ourclan ?'

 

Red-faced with fury, Jiro looked ready to argue. But aswelling roll of sound drowned his voice as excited talk

broke out. Amid the commotion, two more entered the hall,Lord Kamatsu of the Shinzawai, wearing the armour of hisancestors and carrying the staff of Kanazawai, and besidehim, Lord Keda, his predecessor, and another from a linewith recognized claim to the Warlord's office.

Kamatsu reached Ichindar's dais and bowed. 'We speakas one, and act for the Good of the Empire.' With granddignity for all his lack of ceremony, he surrendered his staffof office as Warchief of the Kanazawai into the hands of thegold-armoured figure on the dais.

 

Over a cresting murmur of surprise, Tasaio shouted, thisis a violation of tradition, Kamatsu!'

 

The Lord of the Shinzawai called this accusation down inrebuke. 'My family is as noble as any in the Empire. We cantrace our line back to the twenty-fourth Emperor and arerelated by blood to the Light of Heaven. Tradition says thatanyone of clan lineage may hold the office of Warchief.'Heended on a note of ringing challenge. 'Dare you deny theblood claim of Ichindar?'

 

Mara said, 'Tasaio, you may be a brilliant commander inwar' but your grasp of history is deficient. Has it neveroccurred to you why only five families have traditionallybeen allowed to claim the office of Warlord, first noble ofthe Empire after the Light of Heaven?'

 

At a loss, Tasaio returned a Tsurani shrug.

 

'Those first five houses, including your own, are the mostdirectly related to the Empire's founders!' Mara regardedher sworn enemy with contempt. 'If you had asked, anyMaster of Lore or the Keeper of the Imperial Archives couldtell you. The original High Council was begun by fivebrothers, all of them siblings of the first Emperor!' With asweep of her hand, Mara concluded, 'We all stem from thesame origins, Tasaio. Trace back far enough, and one wayor another, all the major families in the great clans arerelated.'

 

Lord Xacatecas spoke from Mara's side. 'I act for theGood of the Empire!' He joined his two predecessors on thedais stair and handed up his staff of Xacala Warchief to theEmperor.

 

Gold armour flashed as Ichindar held up his hands, andall present took note that he held, not three staves, but four.Into the rising uproar, the Light of Heaven called out, 'Ireceived the staff of the Omechan Clan this morning,Tasaio. Take note and beware: in my province are fourclaims to the throne of white and gold.'

 

Jiro of the Anasati turned a look of naked anger uponMara before he bowed to necessity. 'Tasaio, fate hasdecreed this. I am sorry.' So saying, the second most bitterenemy of the Acoma abandoned his position at the Lord ofthe Minwanabi's side. His desertion precipitated the withdrawalof the remaining lonani nobles, leaving Tasaio alonewith a handful of vassals and cowed followers.

One of these abruptly turned away. As he stepped downthe stair toward the gathering around the dais, Tasaio gaveway to rage. 'Bruli of the Kehotara! You disgrace thememory of your father! He gave a generation of honourableservice to the Minwanabi, and in your cowardice hissteadfastness is shamed!'

 

Handsome as few men could be in cumbersome formal
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trappings, Bruli spun lightly on his heel. 'Shamed, you say!That is an insult from one whose family once sought to useme as an instrument to destroy the Lady Mara. Neither younor Desio condescended to treat me, your vaunted vassal, asgenerously as this Lady at the time she defeated me.' Brulispat in contempt toward the stair where Tasaio stood. 'I amdone with the Minwanabi.'

 

'I will see the lands of your ancestors sown with salt, andyour natami shattered!' screamed Tasaio in a surfeit of rage.

The threat left Lord Bruli unfazed. He moved off withouta look back until he reached the floor beside Mara. There, inpublic, he bowed. 'Some may say you have deserted familyhonour this day, Lady Mara.' Then he smiled. 'I think not.Despite our past differences, I believe in my heart that youtruly do serve the Empire, Lady. May peace hold between usfrom this day forward.'

 

Mara smiled in return. 'Before the High Council, Iacknowledge friendship between the Kehotara and theAcoma.'

 

Tasaio's eyes blazed with frustration.-'You may haveplayed into Ichindar's hands, Mara, but this is not the end.I've given my word that you may return safely to your home,but the moment my scouts bring news that you've set footupon Acoma soil, then shall I unleash the might of theMinwanabi upon you. More.' He spun in command uponthose still behind him and cried, 'I call upon Clan Honour!The Acoma have disgraced the Empire and Clan Shonshoni!Let war come to Clan Hadama!'

 

Ichindar said, 'I forbid this!'

 

Tasaio's smile twisted with overweening malice. 'I havefifty thousand soldiers ready to march at my command.'Although the baring of blades was deplored within the greathall, he flouted custom and drew his sword for emphasis.The rare metal blade caught the light like fire, while anuproar swept across the hall. Over the clamour, in his
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commander's shout, Tasaio cried, 'If you seek to make anend to this, Ichindar, let us do so on the field of war! Willyour supporters stand with you then?' demanded Tasaio,his face flushed in challenge.

 

Mara felt a chill pierce her being. Before her stood amadman who would see his civilization reduced to ashesrather than suffer a rival to claim victory. Numbed by thesight of her worst nightmare made real, and stabbedthrough by recognition that her hope had been grounddown by the caprice of the gods, she closed her eyes to hideher anguish. Because of her pride, and her ill-foundedattempt to wrest the course of the future into a new mould,more than the Acoma would fall. With her she draggeddown the best among the mighty, and in that most terriblerecognition came the personal grief that Ayaki would diebefore manhood, and Kevin's unborn child might neverknow the chance to draw breath.

 

Mara felt withered by responsibility, for in cold truth, thisimpasse had happened because of her. Her acts had broughther nation to civil war.

 

Numbly she heard Ichindar murmur words of apologeticconsternation. Too devastated to speak, she turned to bowto his better grace. Seeing the young man standing withoutsign of fear, Mara forced herself to speak. 'The Acoma areyours to command, my Emperor.' At once many Lordspledged support, or made a display of putting distancebetween themselves and their neighbours; bloody chaos wastoo close at hand not to make it clear where one stood.Those who wished no part in the coming clash sought toescape being swept along.

 

That instant, a voice from the edge of the chamber rangout in absolute command. 'There shall be no conflict!'

The uproar died. Mara snapped her eyes open to findsilence as the nobles surrounding her looked upward indisbelief. Dozens of black-robed figures descended into the
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hall in a ring through every entrance and side door. Eerilysilent, and contested by none, the Great Ones of theAssembly advanced down the steps to the lowest floor of theHigh Council.

 

The whim of the magicians was as law, even above themight of armies. Mindful of the havoc unleashed by just oneman trained to the black in the arena, no Lord present wasfool enough to stand against the will of the Assembly.Tasaio stood frozen in abject fury, fully aware that he hadlost. The last colour drained from his features as heresheathed his sword in disgrace.

 

Fifty magicians closed in a ring around the Lords whosurrounded the Emperor. Their spokesman gave a formalnod to the Lady of the Acoma. With a faint start, Mararecognized Fumita. In a giddy rush of fear, she recalled thathe had been present throughout her entire discussion withKamatsu. At his side were two others she did not know, ashort, very stout magician and a thin one with angularfeatures. Confronted by their stern, impassive gazes, unknowinglysteeped in power, Mara knew an instant of

terror. Surely they came to take her, to punish her unpardonableboldness.

 

For if Tasaio was greedy with ambition, she was as muchat fault, for her presumptuous attempt to shatter tradition.Yet the Great One did not speak to berate her. Taking astance between her and the sworn enemy of her family,Fumita addressed the gathering at large. 'We speak for theAssembly. Our Council has met and determined that Maraof the Acoma has acted for the Good of the Empire. She hasjeopardized herself in selfless honour to prevent strife, andher life in this moment is sacrosanct.'

 

The stout magician took up where Fumita ended. 'We aredivided on many issues, but one thing must be made clear.We shall not permit a civil war.'

 

The thin magician spoke last. 'Tasaio of the Minwanabi:
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you are forbidden to conduct any conflict with Mara of theAcoma, from this day forward. This is the will of theAssembly.'

 

Tasaio's eyes widened as if he had been slapped. His handtightened again on his sword hilt, and a disturbed lightglittered in his eyes. In a hoarse whisper he said, 'Great One,my family has sworn blood oath to Turakamu!'

 

'Forbidden!'repeated the slender magician.

 

White to the lips, Tasaio bowed. 'Your will, Great One.'He unbuckled his sword, an heirloom of steel with anelaborately carved bone handle. Reluctance stiffened everyline of his bearing as he descended the stair and surrenderedthe weapon to Mara. 'To the victor.' His hands shook fromclosely contained rage.

 

Mara accepted the trophy with hands that openlytrembled. 'It was a close thing.'

 

Tasaio loosed a bitter laugh. 'I think not. You have beentouched by the gods, Mara.' He glanced around the room.'Had you never been born, or had your family not died tomake your inheritance possible, I have no doubt that changemight have come. But this!' He gestured in white rage at theassemblage of Lords, Magicians, and Emperor. 'Nothing somomentously conclusive would ever have come to pass. Ithink I prefer facing the Red God to seeing the Great Gameof our ancestors reduced to a paltry charade, and our Lordscast away pride and honour for subservience to the Light ofHeaven.' His hard topaz eyes roved one last time over thecouncil he had dreamed he might rule. 'Gods pity you all,and the Empire you surrender into disgrace.'

 

'Be silent!' Fumita snapped. 'Shimone of the Assembly willconduct you back to your estates, my Lord Minwanabi.'

'Wait, I beg you!' Mara cried out. 'Desio vowed to theRed God, on the blood of the Minwanabi line. By the termsof his oath, none who claim kinship with Tasaio maysurvive if the Acoma are not sacrificed.'
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Hard as stone, Fumita faced the Lady of the Acoma.'Foolish is the Lord who presumes that the gods take such aparticular interest in his enemies. Desio transgressedprudent limits to make such a pledge. The gods do not sufferrecanting such vows. His kin must suffer the consequences.'

But Mara felt as if Kevin stood at her shoulder, and hisirrepressibly foreign beliefs left a clamour in her mind thatnot even the Great Ones might still. 'What of Tasaio'sinnocent wife and two children ?' she appealed. 'Should theirlives be wasted for honour?'

 

Desperate to see her point through, she spun and facedher enemy, only pity in her eyes. 'Release your children fromfealty to the Minwanabi natami and I will adopt them intoHouse Acoma. I beg you, spare them their lives.'

Tasaio looked at her, aware that her concern sprang verynear to the heart. Only to deny her, expressly to hurt, hecruelly shook his head. 'Let their blood be on yourconscience, Mara.' So saying, he tugged the Warchief's staffof Clan Shonshoni from his belt. 'My Lord of the Sejaio,'hecalled to a thick-necked man on the sidelines, 'this is nowyour trust.'

 

As the staff of office was removed from his hand, he gave

one last glance around the halls of power. Then, with a flatlook of mockery at Mara and the Emperor, he turned withall his grace and arrogance to the slender magician besideFumita. 'I am ready, Great One.'

 

The magician took a metal device out of his robe, and afaint buzzing sounded through the hall. As he placed hishand upon Tasaio's shoulder, both of them vanishedwithout warning, the only sign of their passing a faint inrushof air into the space that they had occupied.

 

The Lord of the Sejaio regarded the Warchief's staff henow held, and reluctantly came to stand before theEmperor. 'Majesty! I do not know if I act for the Good of theEmpire or not.' He glanced at the other Lords who clustered
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mlallimously around Mara and Fumita. 'But it is said that inthe Great Game the gods favour the winners. I surrender toyou the office of Warchief of the Shonshoni.'

 

Ichindar accepted the last of the five staves of office.Clearly, in words of newly unquestioned authority, hepronounced, 'The office of Warlord is no more!' Withoutfurther ceremony he snapped each staff in two halves andcast the fragments on the floor. Then, over the echoes as thebroken rods tumbled down the stair of the dais, he calledupon Kamatsu of the Shinzawai.

 

Hokanu's father returned a

'Majesty?'

 

'The Empire has need of you,' decreed the Light ofHeaven. 'I appoint you to a new office, ImperialChancellor.' `~

 

Again Kamatsu bowed. 'To serve the Empire, Majesty, Iwill gladly accept.'

 

To the assembly of nobles, Ichindar proclaimed, Kamatsuof the Shinzawai is my voice and my ear. He shall hear yourrequests, your needs, and your suggestions as we undertake toreshape our rations.' when the new Imperial Chancellor wasdismissed, the Light of Heaven called another name.

'Frasai of the Tonmargu!'

 

The old soldier made his way forward. 'Majesty!'

'We shall have need of one to oversee military matters. IfKamatsu is my eyes and ears, will you act as my good arm ?'

'To serve the Empire!' Lord Frasai returned in his bassovoice.

 

Clearly, Ichindar outlined new duties. 'Frasai of theTonmargu shall bear the title of Imperial Overlord. He shallconduct the business of the Empire as did the Warlord indays past, but only at my bidding.' Then Ichindar inclinedhis gleaming helm toward a figure nearest to Mara. 'Further,~ ~ it Hoppara of the Xacatecas to act as his second-ind.'

 

bow of deep courtesy.

 

The youthful Lord grinned at Mara. 'To serve theEmpire!' he cried exuberantly.

 

Mara gave him Tasaio's sword. 'Send this to the desertmen,to honour your father's vow.'

 

Hoppara of the Xacatecas received the ancient swordfrom her hands and bowed respectfully.

 

And then the Light of Heaven turned his visage to theLady who stood patiently in robes of shimmering green silk.'Mare of the Acoma!'

 

The woman who had given him a throne, and the burdensof absolute power, looked up, her eyes unreadably deep andher emotions locked behind impeccable Tsurani bearing.

~You have prevented chaos from overtaking the nations,'Ichindar stated to those at large. And then his tone turnedpersonal. 'What reward can we offer?'

 

Mara found herself blushing. 'Majesty, in truth, I wishedfor nothing beyond the chance to conduct the affairs of myfamily in peace and prosperity. I fear I have sacrificed toomuch of my honour to deserve any reward.'

 

'And yet you set aside those very needs, and honour, toserve the greater good,' Ichindar pointed out. 'You havereminded us of forgotten truths and true greatness.' Hepaused to sweep the air with one golden-armoured hand.'You have recalled to our times a concept neglected forcenturies. By your sacrifice, by setting aside family for thegood of the nation at large, you have defined the highest ofall honours. Is there no reward we might grant?'

Mara considered barely a moment. 'Majesty, I would askfor title to the estate and lands that belonged to the Lord ofthe Minwanabi.'

 

A harsh, uneasy mutter ran the breadth of the hall. Tsuranitradition dictated that a fallen house was accursed by the gods,to be avoided by commoner and noble alike. Many fine estateswere gone to ruin and weeds as a result of the deep-seatedconviction that a Lord's luck was tied to the soil.
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The Emperor made a gesture of uncertainty. 'Why suchan ill-omened gift, Lady?'

 

'Majesty,' she said gravely, 'we gather today to embracechange. To my mind, it is the greater offence against heavento allow a dwelling of such magnificence to be abandoned towaste and decay. I hold no fear of ill luck. A]low me, and Ishall send to the Red God's temple and seek clear notice thatDesio's blood vow stands fulfilled. Then may the priests ofChochocan bless the property, every foot if need be, and onthe day when the restless spirits of the Minwanabi arebanished in peace, I will make my home there.'

Struggling to hide tears of relief, Mara continued. 'Toomany good men and women have died, Majesty. Others areslaves, their talents denied, their potential ignored.'Poignantly struck by the memory of Kevin, she fought hervoice level and continued. 'I work for a future of change,and for that, I ask to be first to break a profitless tradition.'

To her startling request, Ichindar nodded acquiescence.And into a stillness grown profound, as each Lord presentexamined his land and his people in a new light, Mara calledout in appeal. 'This waste must end. Now. To all who havestood against me in the past, I make this vow. Come to mewith peace in your heart, and I will put an end to oldconflicts.' She glanced at Jiro of the Anasati, but he returnedno flicker of feeling. His face under his red and yellow helmremained unreadably remote.

 

On the dais, the Emperor watched the exchange, and thewonder in the expressions of many of the nobles who weregathered. He sensed something of Mara's emotions, and yethe understood but a fraction of what motivated this deepand complex woman. Profoundly moved by her vision of aforgiving victory, he said''Lady Mara, lands are insufficientcompensation for the gift of enlightened thought you havebrought into this council. You have wealth and power,influence and prestige. At this moment none stands above

you in influence and greatness in this hall.' He smiled insudden wry humour. 'I would offer to make you my tenthwife if I thought you would accept.'

 

At Mara's blush of confusion, a wave of gentle laughterfilled the hall. Over the general mirth, the Emperor raised hisfinal command of the day. 'You have chosen to serve othersahead of your own self-interest. Therefore you shall berecognized, throughout life and all of history. In past ages,when the Empire was yet young, when a citizen cameforward to undertake extraordinary service at risk of lifeand honour, my forebears bestowed on them a title, that allin the land might recognize them with highest acclaim.Mara of the Acoma, I give to you the ancient title Servant ofthe Empire.'

 

Stunned speechless, Mara clung to the tatters of herbearing. Servant of the Empire! No man or woman in livingmemory had received such a lofty accolade. Only a score oftimes in two thousand years had the title been awarded.Those twenty names were recited for luck, and memorizedby children as they learned the history of their people. Therank also brought formal adoption into the imperialhousehold. Reeling mentally at her unanticipated rise instatus, Mara realized that she and Ayaki could choose toretire to the palace and live upon imperial largesse for theremainder of her days.

 

'You overwhelm me, Majesty,' she managed at last.

And she bowed to his presence like the humblest of hisservants.

 

Then Lord Hoppara of the Xacatecas let out a battle cryand the High Council hall erupted in cheers. Mara stood atthe centre of a circle of admirers, giddy with the recognitionthat she had won, and more: she had ensured that her familywas forever safe from the machinations of HouseMinwanabi.
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Beginnings

 

Hokanu stood motionless.

 

Then, in the wash of golden light that fell through thewestern window, the son of the Shinzawai rested his handsupon the sill. His back to Mara, and his gaze directedoutward into the colours of a brilliant sunset, he remained insilent contemplation.

 

Seated upon the cushions in Kamatsu's private meetingroom, Mara agonized that she could not see to read his faceand gauge his reaction to her presence. Her distress wasfurther heightened by anticipation of the difficult words shehad yet to utter. She caught herself in Kevin's habit ofpicking at the fabric's fine fringes, and forced back sadnessand longing as she stopped. She must live out her days asLady of the Acoma, even as her beloved must as a free son ofZun.

 

'Lady,' Hokanu said softly, 'things between us havechanged, since we spoke last.' A tinge of awe touched histone, and his hands tightened against the beautifully inlaidwood of the window frame. 'I am heir to the ShinzawaiLordship, true, but you . . . are Servant of the Empire. Whatlife could there be between us, with such a vast gap betweenour ranks?'

 

With an effort, Mara shook off her memories of a roguishbarbarian slave. 'We would live as man and woman, asequals, Hokanu. Our families and our names would continuethrough our progeny, and both our ancestral estateswould be managed by factors.'

 

Bemused, Hokanu finished for her. 'We would live in themansion that once belonged to Minwanabi?'
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Hearing a catch in his voice, Mara said,'Do you fear badluck?'

 

Hokanu gave a short laugh. 'You are all the luck I or anyman would ever need, Lady.' Absently he murmured,'Servant of the Empire . . .' Then, in swift recovery of thetopic at hand, he added, 'I have always admired the home ofthe Minwanabi. With you at my side, I would most certainlyfind happiness there.'

 

Sensing he had reached the point of speaking formalwords of acceptance of the marriage proposal his fatherKamatsu had given him permission to decide, Mara spokefast to forestall him.

 

'Hokanu, before you say more, there is one thing I musttell you.'

 

Her serious tone caused him to turn from the window.She wished he had not. His directness made the task aheadmore difficult. Fine dark eyes caught her in earnestappraisal, and at their clear depths, and the honestadmiration in them, Mara felt a twist to the heart. Herwords became painful to complete. 'You should know: I amone month with child to another man, a slave I held inhighest regard. He is returned forever to his homelandacross the rift, and I will not see him again. Only if I marry, Iadd the insistence that his child be counted as legitimate.'

Hokanu's handsome face showed not a flicker ofexpression. 'Kevin,' he mused aloud. 'I know of yourbarbarian lover.'

 

Mara waited, tautly braced for an outburst of malejealousy. Her hands tightened on the cushions until fringesthreatened to tear.

 

Her worry and nerves did not pass unnoticed. Hokanucrossed the room and gently pried her grip from the cloth.His touch was light, and trembling ever so slightly withemotions he politely did not show. 'Lady, I would expectthat you did not enter into this pregnancy lightly, knowing

you as l do. Therefore, I can only presume that Kevin was anhonourable man.'

 

Her surprise brought a light of joy to his eyes. Suddenlysmiling at her, he asked, 'Did you forget I had spent time onMidkemia? My brother Kasumi made sure I was welleducated in their "barbaric" concept of fairness.' His tonemade it clear he used the term in jest. 'I am not a completestranger to the fibre of the Midkemian people, Lady Mara.'Then his smile twisted. 'I was the one who chose to bring the"barbarian" Great One Pug to my father, sensing in himsomething rare.' When the name didn't bring a reactionfrom Mara, he added, 'The one who came to be known asMilamber of the Assembly.' Mara couldn't contain a giddyrush as she saw',the ironic humour. As she laughed lightly, hesaid, 'In my own meagre way I played some small part in thetremendous events we have known.'

 

The Lady of the Acoma looked up into Hokanu's face,and there read a rare understanding. She might not bring thefire of passion to any union with House Shinzawai, but thiswas a man whom she could honour, one with whom shecould share her new vision of the future. Together, theymight shape a greater Empire. He crossed to stand beforeher, then began to kneel.

 

'You could care for two boys not your own?' she asked ashe knelt before her.

 

Hokanu regarded her tenderly. 'More, I could love them.'He smiled at her profound astonishment. 'Mare, did youforget? I am the foster son of Kamatsu. Though we do notshare the blood tie of father to son, he taught me the value ofa strong and loving family. Ayaki's merits are apparent.Kevin's child we will shape as his father would havedesired.'

 

Overwhelmed suddenly by emotion, Mara ducked herhead to hide tears. As Hokanu's arms closed in comfortaround her, she gave way to a flood of relief. She had hoped
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for nothing beyond having her child by Kevin accepted; thegift of Hokanu's complete support was more than herwildest expectations, certainly more than her wayward,headstrong decision had deserved. Almost, she could hearNacoya's voice carping that the man who held her wasspecial, and deserving of regard. Softly she said, 'The godshave chosen wisely, Hokanu, for no man born of this worldcould better understand and respect my needs.'

'I accept your proposal of marriage, Lady, Servant of theEmpire,' Hokanu murmured formally into her hair. Then hekissed her, in a manner different from Kevin's. Mara tried, buther body could not warm to the sudden change immediately.His touch was not unpleasant, simply . . . different.

In his uncanny manner, Hokanu seemed to sense that sheneeded time to become used to him. He drew back, stillholding her strongly, and a light of humour touched hiseyes. 'How in the name of the good gods can you know thatthe child you are carrying is a boy?'

 

Mara's last apprehension dissolved in a rush of pleasedlaughter. 'Because,' she said, for once a woman rather than aruler,'! would have it so.' ~

 

'Then, my strong-willed future wife,' .announcedHokanu, drawing her to her feet, 'it must be so. We had bestgo out and inform my foster father that he will need to sparetime from the Emperor's duties to be attending a wedding.'

Mara signalled and the company halted. The priest ofTurakamu turned his red-masked face in her direction inunspoken, formal inquiry. He stood in full dress attire,which meant more paint than clothing. His nude flesh wasstained red, and a feather and bone cape over his shouldersmantled his necklace of baby skulls. Yet he came in regaliaonly, without any acolytes in attendance to conductceremony, his purpose to oversee the relocation of theprayer gate off Minwanabi property.
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Mara arose from her litter to treat with him.

 

'My Lady,' he greeted formally. 'Your generous offeringsto the temple have been looked upon with favour.'

Mara indicated a bonfire some distance up the road,where several large timbers lay burning. 'What is that?'

'Desio's ill-omened gate that was never finished. Thetemple has decreed: by their fall from power, theMinwanabi have demonstrated beyond doubt that theircause found no favour with the Red God. Therefore the gateis neither consecrated nor blessed and may be destroyedwithout fear of divine retribution.'

 

He indicated a pair of large needra wagons drawn off toone side, awaiting the dismantled timbers of a second gate.'This structure will be sent to the site you provided. That soilwill be reconsecrated.' From behind the grim skull mask thepriest sounded almost conversational. 'It was something ofan odd request, this relocation of a prayer gate, Mara, butupon discussion, no blasphemy or sacrilege was seen. Giventhe association of this gate and the vow that was made, itwas understandable why you might wish to have it removedonce you hold this land.' The priest gave a Tsurani shrug.'Now that the High Council is an advisory body only, thetemples may again take a more active role in the well-beingof the Empire. Your part counted for much, and the servantsof the gods are grateful.'

 

He motioned aside to a worker who approached the westpost with a shovel. 'Gently!' he called out in warning. 'Theremains of the sacrifices must not be disturbed. Be sure thereis ample soil around their graves!'

 

The overseer to the workers acknowledged the priest'sinstruction. Satisfied the matter was in hand, the servant ofTurakamu reminisced in friendly fashion with Mara. 'Wewho serve the Red God are often misunderstood, Lady.Death is part of life, and all come to Turakamu's halleventually. We are not in a hurry to gather their spirits.
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Remember that in the future should you ever have need ofour counsel.'

 

Mara nodded her respect. 'I shall, Priest.' Then she turnedto Lujan and said, 'I will walk for a while.'

 

She led the march down the gentle rise to the landingwhere boats waited by the docks to cross the lake. On the farsshore in the sunshine lay the vast house that soon wouldhonour the Acoma and their visitors and emissaries. 'Lujan,'she murmured, as her eyes followed the magnificent vista oflake, and mountains, and the distant inlet from the river,'did you ever think we might lose?'

 

Lujan laughed and Mara felt a rush of affection for thisman, most like her rakish barbarian with his pleasantlyteasing nature. 'Mistress, I would be a liar if I said I had notcontemplated defeat on more than one occasion.' Moreseriously he added, 'But never- for a moment did I doubtyou.'

 

Mara impulsively took his hand. 'For that I humbly thankyou, my friend.'

 

Together, Lady and Force Commander made their way tothe docks where boatmen waited to take them across thebeautiful lake. Lujan, Saric, and Keyoke assumed seats inthe vessel with Mara, while her two Force Leaders directedthe other Acoma soldiers into craft to follow after. Soon thewater was crowded with the flotilla of her army. Maraglanced back to where Keyoke sat, holding a bundle in hislap as if it were fragile and precious. Under a mantle of greencloth beaded with jewels rested the Acoma natami. Mara'sAdviser for War had drilled endlessly with an old woodencoffer to perfect the handling of both burden and crutch. Hecounted this trust as the highest honour ever awarded him,even over accolades won in battle.

 

The boats floated swiftly across the water. Wishingpoignantly that Kevin could have been at her side, Mara wassurprised out of her reverie to see a magician waiting for her
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upon the docks outside the great house. Behind him stoodpriests of Chochocan, who had been overseeing the blessingof the new Acoma estate, in preparation for Mara's comingunion with Hokanu of the Shinzawai.

 

The first guests would arrive within the week. Mara hadbeen relieved, for by her estimation, Kevin's child would beborn slightly less than eight months after the wedding, closeenough to raise only eyebrows, and not giving incontrovertibleevidence that the father was other than her pledgedhusband.

 

The lead boat reached the landing. Helped to the dock byLujan, Mara bowed to the magician. 'Great One, you do ushonour.'

 

The stouter of the two Black Robes who had accompaniedFumita in the Council Hall, the member of the

Assembly introduced himself. 'I am Hochopepa, Lady.'

Mara felt a stab of concern. 'Is there a problem, GreatOne?'

 

The Great One waved a pudgy hand. 'No. I remain only toinform you that my colleague conducted Tasaio here, thenwitnessed the ceremony as the former Minwanabi Lord madeready to honourably end the feud and take his own life.'

Mara was joined by her advisers as the Great One addedsadly, 'Please, come with me.'

 

The Acoma party followed him down spacious paths onthe opposite side of the great house. There more than tenthousand people waited in silent ranks. Before them stood alarge bier fronted with red bunting. Mara raised her eyes tothe four shrouded figures that lay in their final rest.

Tears flooded her eyes as she saw that two were children.Servants had tried to make them look presentable, but theirfresh wounds could not be hidden. Tasaio had cut theiryoung throats. Sickened by the thought that the boy mighthave been her own Ayaki, Mara felt Lujan reach out andsteady her arm.
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'I would have spared them,' she murmured numbly.

The Great One regarded her with sorrow. 'The

Minwanabi line is ended, Lady Mara. The Assemblyofficially stood as witness. Now that my charge is complete,I will excuse myself. Live a long life, and a happy one, greatLady.'

 

Hochopepa reached into his pocket, where he kept histalisman of transport. A buzzing sounded upon the air, andhe was gone.

 

Mara was left at a loss before the host of formerMinwanabi retainers who still survived. The first six rows ofpeople had all donned grey robes of slavery. Behind wereranks of soldiers, with weapons and helms stacked at theirfeet, and heads bowed in defeat.

 

An ancient man, garbed as a slave but aristocratic inbearing, stepped forward and prostrated himself beforeMara. 'My Lady,' he intoned respectfully.

 

'Speak,' the Lady bade him.

 

'I am Incomo, former First Adviser to Lord Minwanabi. Ipresent myself to assist you in whatever dispensation youdecree for all of us who served that unlucky house.'

'Their fates are not mine to dispense,' Mara whispered,still shaken by the bodies of the dead children.

Incomo looked up, emptiness in his dark eyes.>'Lady, myformer Lord commanded all blood relatives to theirancestral home. He ordered and saw each kinsman kill hisown wives and children, then fall upon his sword, in turn.But he waited until an hour ago, when he heard you had setfoot upon Minwanabi soil, before he took the lives of hisown family. Only when they were dead did he fall upon his

sword.' trembling in abject fear, Incomo performed his lastduty to his master. 'Lord Tasaio bade me tell you that hewould rather see his children in death's hall at his side thanlive in an Acoma house.'

 

Mara felt a stab of horror. 'That murderous animal! His
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own children!' Blind rage shook through her, then dwindledto grief as she again regarded the small forms of the little boyand girl upon the bier. 'Grant them full honours,' she saidsoftly. 'A great name ends this day.'

 

Incomo bowed. 'I am your slave, mistress, for I have failedmy master. But I beg you, have mercy, for I am old and illsuited for labour. Grant me the boon of honourable death.'

Mara almost snarled in her outrage as she said,'No!' Hereyes bored into the startled man as she cried,'Stand up!'

Stunned by her unseemly emotion, Incomo was takenaback.

 

Mara could not bear the sight of his subservient attitudean instant longer. Taking his arm in a surprisingly stronggrip, she pulled the elderly adviser to his feet. 'You werenever sold into slavery by Tasaio, were you?' Incomocouldn't speak, he was so taken off guard. 'You were neverordered into slavery by an imperial court, were you?'

'No, Lady, but-'
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But freeing a slave?'

 

At this Mara spun back in a fury. 'You were neverpronounced a slave! In my house you never will be. It istradition that made freemen slaves when their masters fell,not the law! Now serve me well, and cease this discussion.'

As she moved on, Saric raised eyebrows in his personalbrand of bemusement. 'She is a Servant of the Empire. Whowill say no to her if she changes another tradition?'

Incomo could only stand mute and nod. The concept ofworking under a mistress who was blessedly not afflictedwith temperament, or an insane lust for cruelty, seemed avision of perfection from the gods. Uncertain whether hewas dreaming, he shook his head in wonder. The old manraised his hand and was shocked to find tears flowing.Forcing himself back to an honourable impassive mien, heheard Saric whisper, 'When you've reconciled yourself todeath, a new life is something of a shock, yes?'

Incomo could only nod, speechless, as Mara returned herattention to the priests of Chochocan. The clerics finishedtheir rites over the bodies of the Minwanabi Lord, his wife,and his children. As they lit their candle to start the deathfire, Mara looked one last time at the hard, clean profile ofthe man who had nearly come to ruin her, and whose handhad brought the deaths of her father and brother. 'Our debtis settled,' she said to herself, then raised her voice in formalcall. 'Soldiers of the Minwanabi! Give honours to yourmaster!'

 

As one, the waiting warriors relieved their helms andarms from the ground. They stood at attention, salutingtheir former master as his earthly form and extravagantlyfine armour were engulfed in curtains of fire.

. .

 

. .. . . .

 

As the smoke rose toward heaven, Irrilandi stood forward

and was permitted, in a voice almost tremulous withvr~tit''`lt" tr) r`~rite the lonP lict of T:l~nin'c hr~no',r~ in the

field. Mara and the Acoma retinue stood and listened with

impeccable politeness, and out of respect for her feelings thefallen Minwanabi Force Commander omitted the names ofMara's father and brother when he mentioned the battlethat ended their life. When his recitation came to an end,Mara turned to face those arrayed before her. Raising hervoice to be heard over the roaring fire, she cried, 'Whoamong you were advisers, hadonra, servants, and factors,you are needed. Serve me from this day forward as thefreemen you are.' Several of those in grey robes roseuncertainly, then moved to stand on one side. 'You who areslaves, serve me also in the hope that one day this Empirewill find the wisdom to grant the freedom that should neverby right have been forbidden you.' These others followed,hesitantly.

 

Then Mara shouted to the soldiers, 'Brave warriors, I amMara of the A^coma. Tradition holds that you now lead amasterless existence as grey warriors, and that all who wereyour officers must die.' The front rank of men who had onceworn plumes received her words impassively. They hadexpected no less, and their affairs were settled in preparationfor the end.

 

Yet Mara did not order them to fall upon their swords. 'Ifind such a practice a crime and a dishonour for men whowere but loyal to their lawful Lord. It was not your choice tobe led by men of evil nature. That fate decrees a deathwithout battle honours is a foolishness I have no intention ofperpetuating!'

 

Softly, to the Force Commander at her side, Maramurmured, 'Lujan, did you find him? Is he here?'

Lujan inclined his head to speak in her ear. 'I think hestands on the right in the first rank. It's been years, so I can'tbe sure. But I'll find out.' Stepping away from his mistress,he called out in his field commander's voice, 'Jadanyo, whowas once fifth son of the Wedewayo!'

 

The soldier who had been identified bowed in obedience
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and came forward. He had not seen Lujan since boyhoodand had thought him dead in the destruction of the Tuscai,so his eyes widened. 'Lujan, old friend! Can it be you?'

Lujan waved introduction to Mara. 'Mistress, this man isJadanyo, by blood my second cousin. He is an honourablesoldier and worthy of service.'

 

The Lady inclined her head toward the former

Minwanabi warrior. 'Jadanyo, you have been called to servethe Acoma. Are you willing?'

 

The man stumbled over his words in dismay. 'What isthis ?'

 

Lujan gave a devilish grin. In a laughing voice he said, 'Sayyes, you idiot, or will I have to wrestle you into submissionas I did when we were children?'

 

Jadanyo hesitated, eyes wide. Then, in a joyful shout, hecried,'Yes! Lady, I am willing to serve a new mistress.'

Mara saluted him formally, then signalled Keyokeforward.

 

In the tone that once commanded armies, her batteredAdviser for War cried out, 'Irrilandi, who was my friend as achild, present yourself!'

 

The Minwanabi Force Commander took a moment torecognize a former friend and rival, resplendent as he was inthe glittering finery of an adviser. With a glance of wondermentat the crutch, and the face whose chiselled lines stillheld vitality and pride, he moved from his place before thefront ranks of his dishonoured soldiers. By every traditionhe expected to die this day, along with all his subofficers.Too old a campaigner to set any store in miracles, he heardwithout belief as Keyoke said, 'Mistress, this man isIrrilandi, who is brother to one who married my cousin'swife's sister. He is therefore my cousin and worthy of serviceto the Acoma.'

 

Looking at Tasaio's former Force Commander, andmoved by the iron courage that masked a turmoil of

confusion, Mara said kindly, 'Irrilandi, I will not kill goodmen because they faithfully discharged their duties. You arecalled to serve the Acoma. Are you willing?'

 

The old officer searched the Lady's eyes for a longmoment, speechless. Then restraint, suspicion, and disbeliefgave way to boyish abandon. Swept by irrepressible elation,he said, 'With all my heart, my most generous mistress, withall my heart.'

 

Mara gave him her first command. 'Marshal all of yoursoldiers and compare bloodlines with those in my retinue.Most will have ties to soldiers serving the Acoma, or at leastthey will have, by the time the last of you have sworn service.All here are worthy; therefore, let the forms be observed thatall may be lawfully committed to duty. If there are anyamong you, officers or common warriors, who feel theycould not give loyalty to my house, you have my leave topermit them to fall upon their swords or depart in peace, asthey choose.' A handful of soldiers stepped from the ranks,and departed, but fully nine men in ten remained. Marasaid, 'Now, Irrilandi, will you come before the Acomanatami and vow your obedience, that the task ahead maybegin ?'

 

The old officer bowed deeply in gratitude, and as he rosewith a shining smile, the ranks of leaderless soldiers eruptedinto uncontrollable cheers and shouts. The name 'Acoma!Acoma!' rang in the morning air, until Mara was nearlydeafened by the clamour. The cheering continued unabatedfor long minutes while the rising smoke from theMinwanabi pyre rose on the clear air,-forgotten.

Over the waves of noise, Mara told Saric and Incomo,'Sort this out and ready these men to swear before the glade.I am going now to place the natami in its new home.'

A priest of Chochocan, the Good God, and Keyokeaccompanied Mara to the contemplation glade. Waitingoutside with a shovel in hand was the gardener who was the
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traditional keeper of the grounds. He expected theMinwanabi natami to be buried face down forever, in thetimeworn custom of a house fallen to conquerors. Themoment came at last, and Keyoke surrendered the burden ofthe Acoma natami to Mara. Her escort halted outside theentrance, while the priest and gardener accompanied herinside.

 

The glade was much larger than the one upon the Acomaestates and was tended in impeccable fashion, with fragrantflowers and fruit trees, and a series of pools interconnectedby the trilling splash of waterfalls. Mara gazed in wonderupon a beauty that stopped her breath. Half-dazed, she saidto the gardener, 'What is your name?'

 

All but trembling in apprehension, the dutiful servantreplied,'Nira, great mistress.'

 

Softly she said, 'You do honour to your office, gardener.Great honour.'

 

The sun-browned man brightened at the compliment. Hebowed and set his forehead to the earth he had tended solovingly. I thank the great Lady.'

 

Mara bade him rise. She walked on down shaded paths tothe place where the ancient rocks bearing the Minwanabicrest rested. For a long moment she regarded the talisman,so much like her own; except for the weatherworn sigil, itmight have been the twin to the one she carried. Poignantlyreminded that all great houses of the Empire shared acommon beginning, she renewed her dedication to makethat a common future as well. At last she said, 'Withreverence, remove the natami.'

 

Nira knelt to do her bidding as she turned and faced thepriest. 'I will not bury the Minwanabi natami.' She neededno symbolic act to rejoice in the recognition that the struggleshe had fought most of her life had at last come to an end.She had risked much, and lost a great deal that was dear toher, and the thought of even ritual obliteration of a family's
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memory made her feel sour inside. Too easily, all too easily,the defeated house might have been her own.

 

In deep recognition of her own strengths and failures, andthe legacy they might leave to her son and future children,she nodded to the Minwanabi family talisman. 'Once heroicmen bore that name. It is not fitting they should be forgottenbecause their offspring fell from greatness. The Acomanatami shall rest here, where I and my children may sit inpeace with the shades of our ancestors. But another place ona hilltop overlooking the estate will be set aside for theMinwanabi stone. I would have the spirits of those greatmen see their ancestral lands are well cared for andnurtured. Then they, too, will rest easy.'

 

To the gardener she said, 'Nira, you are free to choose thissite. Plant a hedge and a garden of flowers and let no feettread there but yours, and those of your appointed successors.Let the ancestors who participated in the founding andcontinuance of this nation know sunlight and rain, that thememory of a great house shall endure.'

 

The man bowed low and expertly dug around the base ofthe ancient rock. While the priest of Chocochan intoned ablessing, his work-callused hands raised the talisman andshifted it aside. Mara gave over her own family stone intothe hands of the priest of the Good God. He raised theAcoma natami toward the sky and recited his most powerfulincantation for Chochocan's everlasting favour. Then hereturned the Acoma natami to Mara, who in turn passed itto the gardener. 'Here is the heart of my line. Tend it as youwould your living child, and you will be known as a manwho has done honour to two great houses.'

 

'Mistress,' Nira said, bowing his head over his new chargein respect. Like every other servant on the estates, he hadexpected slavery, but instead he discovered he was beinggiven a new life.

 

The priest consecrated the ground around the natami as
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Nira trampled soil around the base. At the completion of theritual, Chochocan's servant sounded a tiny metal chimeand departed, the gardener following on his heels.

Mara remained alone with the stone that bound herancestors' spirits to renewal on the Wheel of Life. Carelessof her fine silks, she knelt in the earth and ran her fingersacross the surface, the faint lines of the shatra bird crestworn with age.

 

'rather,' she said quietly, 'this is to be our new home. I hopethe site pleases you.' Then she added words for the deadbrother whose absence even yet left a wound in her heart.'Lanokota, rest you well and know peace.' Then she thoughtof all those who had died in her service, those close and lovedand others barely known. 'Brave Papewaio, who gave yourlife to save mine, I hope you return to the Wheel of Life as a sonof this house. And Nacoya, mother of my heart, know thewoman you raised as a daughter sings your praises.'

She thought of her beloved Kevin, who now was backamong his own family, and prayed that he would find ahappy life without her. Tears flowed freely down her cheeks,for both losses and victories, joys and sorrows. The Game ofthe Council as she had known it was forever changed, andby her hand. Yet as she knew her people, she understoodthat their nature would accept this new order slowly;politics would shift and she would be required to work hardto preserve peace. The wealth she would gain from herMidkemian trading concessions would help underwritesuch efforts, but the difficulties ahead in establishingIchindar's power would require as much nurturing as anyplan she had completed to defeat enemies.

 

Mara arose, both sobered and exhilarated by the weightof new responsibilities. Inspired by the beautiful gardens,and by old trees lovingly tended, she arrived at the gate thatmarked the entrance to her family's sacred glade. There sheencountered her inner cadre of advisers, and thousands of
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Minwanabi soldiers upon their knees with Lujan beforethem. 'Mistress,' he called gladly, 'to a man, these remainingwarriors embrace Acoma service.'

 

Mara waved him a salute. Even as she had restored hopeand honour to a band of houseless outlaws as a girl green tothe ways of power, she said, 'Swear them to honourableservice, Force Commander Lujan.'

 

Proud in his plumes, the Acoma Force Commander ledthem in the short vow that he had undertaken those sameyears. before, when he had been among the first soldiers inthe Empire to receive the grace of a second chance athonourable life.

 

As he finished and marshalled the warriors newly dedicatedto the Acoma natami, Mara's eyes liked to the distantshores of the lake. A flash of movement there snagged herattention, and her spirit soared with emotion. Setting a handupon Keyoke's shoulder, she said, 'Look!'

 

Her weathered Adviser for War turned his gaze where sheindicated. 'My eyes are not young, mistress. What do yousee?' ~

 

'Sinatra birds,' came Mara's awed reply. 'By the grace ofdivine favour they come to nest in the marshes on ourshores.'

 

From his place beside the youthful Saric, Incomo said,'The gods seem pleased with your generous heart, mistress.'

'We can only hope, Incomo.'

 

To her circle of advisers she said, 'Come. Let us make ournew home ready. My husband-to-be shall arrive soon, in thecompany of my son and heir.' Mara led old ministers andnew toward the house she had so long admired, now to behome to her family, and a roof to join two great housesdedicated to the betterment of the Empire.

 

Mara of the Acoma passed the ranks of her newly swornsoldiers, men who but days before had been her confirmedenemies, zealous in their duty to bring ruinous ending to her

house. That she could work miracles was now firmlybelieved by most who watched her, for not only had shedefeated three Lords of the most powerful house in theEmpire, she had forgiven their servants and embraced themas if they had never done her harm. Such generosity andwisdom would shelter them and make them prosperous.

And she bore the most ancient and honourable title everbestowed, Servant of the Empire.
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Tragedy

 

The morning sun shone.

 

Dew bejeweled the lakeshore grasses, and the calls ofnesting shatra birds carried sweetly on the breeze. LadyMara of the Acoma savoured the air, soon to give way tothe day's heat. Seated in her litter, her husband at her sideand her two-year-old son, Justin, napping in her lap, sheclosed her eyes and breathed a deep sigh of contentment.

She slipped her fingers into her husband's hand. Hokanusmiled. He was undeniably handsome, and a provenwarrior; and the easy times had not softened his athleticappearance. His grip closed possessively over hers, hisstrength masked by gentleness.

 

The past three years had been good ones. For the firsttime since childhood, she felt safe, secure from the deadly,unending political intrigues of the Game of the Council.The enemy who had killed her father and brother could nolonger threaten her. He was now dust and memories, hisfamily fallen with him; his ancestral lands and magnificentlyappointed estate house had been deeded to Mara by theEmperor.

 

Superstition held that ill luck tainted a fallen family'sland; on a wonderful morning such as this, misfortuneseemed nowhere in evidence. As the litter moved slowlyalong the shore, the couple shared the peace of themoment while they regarded the home that they hadcreated between them.

 

Nestled between steep, stone-crested hills, the valleythat had first belonged to the Minwanabi Lords wasnot only naturally defensible, but so beautiful it was as
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if touched by the gods. The lake reflected a placid sky,the waters rippled by the fast oars of a messenger skiffbearing dispatches to factors in the Holy City. There, grainbarges poled by chanting slaves delivered this year's harvestto warehouses for storage until the spring floods allowedtransport downriver.

 

The dry autumn breeze rippled golden grass, and themorning sun lit the walls of the estate house like alabaster.Beyond, in a natural hollow, Force Commanders Lujan andXandia drilled a combined troop of Acoma and Shinzawaiwarriors. Since Hokanu would one day inherit his father'stide, his marriage to Mara had not merged the two houses.Warriors in Acoma green marched in step with othersin Shinzawai blue, the ranks patched black, here andthere, by divisions of insectoid cho-ja. Along with theMinwanabi lands, Lady Mara had gained an alliance withtwo additional hives and with them the fighting strengthof three more companies of warriors bred by their queensfor battle.

 

An enemy foolish enough to launch an assault wouldinvite swift annihilation. Mara and Hokanu, with loyalvassals and allies, between them commanded a standingarmy unsurpassed in the Nations. Only the Light ofHeaven's own Imperial Whites, with levies from otherhouses under his sovereignty, would rival these two armies.And as if fine troops and a near-impregnable fortress did notin themselves secure peace, the title Servant of the Empire,bestowed upon Mara for her services to Tsuranuanni, gaveher honorary adoption into the Emperor's own family. TheImperial Whites were as likely to march in her defence, forby the honor central to Tsurani culture, insult or threat toher was as an offense visited upon the Light of Heaven'sblood family.

 

'You seem delightfully self-satisfied this morning, wife,'Hokanu said in her ear.
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Mara tilted her head back into his shoulder, her lipsparted for his kiss. If, deep in her heart, she missed thewild passion she had known with the red-haired barbarianslave who had fathered Justin, she had come to terms withthat loss. Hokanu was a kindred spirit who shared herpolitical shrewdness and inclination toward innovation.He was quick witted, kind, and devoted to her, as wellas tolerant of her headstrong nature, as few men of herculture were inclined to be. With him, Mara shared voiceas an equal. Marriage had brought a deep and abidingcontentment, and though her interest in the Great Gameof the Council had lessened, she no longer played out offear. Hokanu's kiss warmed the moment like wine, until ahigh-pitched shout split the quiet.

 

Mara straightened up from Hokanu's embrace, hersmile mirrored in her husband's dark eyes. 'Ayaki,' theyconcluded simultaneously. The next moment, gallopinghoof beats thundered down the trail by the lake.

Hokanu tightened his arm around his wife's shoulder asthe two of them leaned out to view the antics of Mara'solder son and heir.

 

A coal black horse burst through the gap in the trffl,mane and tail flying in the wind. Green tassels adorned itsbridle, and a pearl-stitched breastplate kept the saddle fromsliding backward along its lean length of barrel. Crouchedin the lacquer-worked stirrups was a boy, recently turnedtwelve, and as raven haired as his mount. He reined thegelding into a turn and charged toward Mara's litter, hisface flushed with the thrill of speed, and his fine, sequinstitched robe flying like a banner behind.

 

'He's becoming quite the bold rider,' Hokanu said admiringly. 'And the birthday present appears to please him.'

Mara watched, a glow of pleasure on her face, as the boyreined in the mount upon the path. Ayaki was her joy, the

person she loved most in life.

The black gelding tossed its head in protest. It wasspirited, and eager to run. Still not entirely comfortablewith the huge animals imported from the barbarian world,Mara held her breath in apprehension. Ayaki had inherited awild streak from his father, and in the years since his narrowescape from an assassin's knife, a restless mood sometimesclaimed him. At times he seemed to taunt death, as if bydefying danger he could reaffirm the life in his veins.

But today was not such a moment, and the gelding hadbeen selected for obedience as well as fleetness. It snorteda gusty breath of air and yielded to the rein, falling intostride alongside Mara's litter bearers, who overcame theirinclination to move away from the large animal.

The Lady looked up as boy and horse filled her vision.Ayaki would be tall, the legacy of both his grandfathers.He had inherited the Acoma tendency toward leanness, andall of his father's stubborn courage. Although Hokanu wasnot his blood father, the two shared friendship and respect.Ayaki was a boy any parent could be proud of, and he wasalready showing the wits he would need when he reachedadulthood and entered the Game of the Council as Lordof the Acoma in his own right.

 

'Young show-off,' Hokanu teased. 'Our bearers mightbe the only ones in the Empire to be granted the privilegeof sandals, but if you think we should race you to themeadows, we'll certainly have to refuse.'

 

Ayaki laughed. His dark eyes fixed on his mother, filledwith the elation of the moment. 'Actually, I was going toask Lax'l if I might try our speed against a cho-ja. It wouldbe interesting to know whether his warriors could overtakea troop of the barbarians' cavalry.'

 

'If there was a war, which there is not at the moment, godsbe praised,' Hokanu said on a note a shade more serious.'Take care you mind your manners, and don't offend ForceCommander Lax'l's dignity when you ask.'
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Ayaki's grin widened. Having grown up around the aliencho-ja, he was not at all intimidated by their strange ways.'Lax'l still has not forgiven me for handing him a jomachfruit with a stone in it.'

 

'He has,' Mara interjected. 'But after that, he grew wiseto your tricks, which is well. The cho-ja don't have thesame appreciation of jokes that humans do.' Looking atHokanu, she said, 'In fact, I don't think they understandour humor.'

 

Ayaki made a face, and the black curvetted under himThe litter bearers swerved away from its dancing hooves;and the jostle disturbed young Justin. He awakened witha cry of infant outrage.

 

The dark horse shied at the noise. Ayaki held the animalwith a firm hand, but the spirited gelding backed a fewsteps. Hokanu kept a passive face, though he felt the urgeto laugh at the boy's fierce determination and control. Justindelivered an energetic kick into his mother's stomach. Shebent forward, scooped him up in her arms.

 

Then something sped past Hokanu's ear, from behindhim, causing the hangings of the litter to flutter. A tinyhole appeared in the silk where Mara's head had beenan instant before. Hokanu threw his body roughly againstthose of his wife and foster child and twisted to look in theother direction. Within the shadows of the bushes besidethe path, something black moved. Instincts honed in battlepressed Hokanu to unthinking action.

 

He pushed his wife and younger child out of thelitter, keeping his body across them as a shield. Hissudden leap overturned the litter, giving them furthercover. 'The brush!' he shouted as the bearers were sentsprawling.

 

Guards drew their blades in readiness to defend their mistress.But seeing no clear target to attack, they hesitated.

Mara exclaimed in puzzlement from beneath a tangle of
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cushions and tom curtains, over the noise of Justin's wails.'What -'

 

To the guards, Hokanu shouted, 'Behind the akasibushes!'

 

The horse stamped, as if at a stinging fly. Ayaki felt hisgelding shudder under him. Its ears flattened, and it shookits heavy mane, while he worked the reins to soothe it. 'Easy,big fellow. Stand easy.' His stepfather's warning failed toreach him, so intent was he on steadying his mount.

Hokanu glanced over the litter. The guards now rushedthe bushes he had indicated. As he fumed to check forpossible attack from the other quarter, he saw Ayakifrantically trying to calm a horse grown-dangerously overexcited. A sparkle of lacquer in the sunlight betrayed a tinydart protruding from the gelding's flank. 'Ayaki! Get off!'

His horse gave a vicious kick. The dart in its hide haddone its work, and nerve poison coursed through the beast'sbloodstream. Its eyes rolled, showing wide rings of white.It reared up, towering, and a near-human scream shrilledfrom its throat.

 

Hokanu sprang away from the litter. He grabbed for thegelding's rein, but slashing hooves forced him back. Hedodged, tried another grab, and missed as the horse twisted.Familiar enough with horseflesh to know this animal hadgone berserk, he screamed to the boy who clung with bothhands locked around the beast's neck.

 

'Ayaki! Jump off! Do it now, boy!'

 

'No,' cried the child, not in defiance, but bravely. 'I canquiet him!'

 

Hokanu leaped for the reins again, frightened beyondthought for his own safety. The boy's concern might havebeen justified if the horse had simply been scared. ButHokanu had once seen the effects of a poison dart; herecognised the horse's shivering flesh and sudden lackof coordination for what they were: the symptoms of
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fast-acting venom. Had the dart struck Mara, death wouldhave taken seconds. In an animal ten times her size, theend would be slower, and brutally painful. The horsebellowed its agony, and a spasm shook its great frame.It bared yellow teeth and fought !he bit, while Hokanuagain missed his grip. 'Poison, Ayaki!' he shouted overthe noise of the frantic horse. Hokanu lunged to catchthe stirrup, hoping to snatch the boy clear. I-he horse'sforelegs stiffened, bracing outward as the muscles lockedinto extension. Then its quarters collapsed, and it toppled,the boy caught like a burr underneath.

 

The of the heavy body striking earth mingled withMara's scream. Ayaki refused to leap free at the last. Stillriding his horse, he was swept sideways, his neck whippedback as the force of the fall threw him across the path. Thehorse shuddered and rolled over upon the boy.

 

Ayaki made no sound. Hokan' avoided a hedge ofthrashing hooves as he darted around the tormentedanimal. He reached the boy's side in a bound, too late.Trapped under the weight of dying, shivering horseflesh,the child looked too pale to be real His dark eyes turnedto Hokanu's, and his one free hand reached out to grip thatof his foster father's a heartbeat ahead of death.

Hokanu felt the small, dirty fingers go limp inside hisown. He clung on in a rage of aerial. 'No!' he shouted,as if in appeal to the gods. Mara's cries rang in his ears,and he was aware of the warriors from her honor guard,jostling him as they labored to shift the dead horse. Thegelding was rolled aside, the rush of air as its lungs deflatedmoaning through its vocal cords. For Ayaki, there would beno such protest at shattering, untimely death. The gelding's

withers had crushed his chest, and the ribs stood up frommangled flesh like the broken shards of swords.

The young face with its too white cheeks stared yet,open-eyed and surprised, at the untroubled sky overhead.

16 Mistress of the Empire

 

The fingers that had reached out to a trusted foster father tostave off the horror of the dark lay empty, open, the scabbedremains of a blister on one thumb a last testimony to diligentpractice with a wooden sword. This boy would never knowthe honors or the horrors of a battle, or the sweet kiss ofhis first maid, or the pride and responsibility of the Lord'smantle that had been destined one day to be his.

The finality of sudden ending left pain like a bleedingwound. Hokanu knew grief and stunned disbelief. His mindworked through the shock only out of reflex trained on thefields of war. 'Cover the child with your shield,' he ordered.'His mother must not see him like this.'

 

But the words left numbed lips too late. Mara had rushedafter him, end he felt the flurry of her silken robes againsthis calf as she flung herself on her knees by her son. Shereached out to embrace him, to raise him up from thedusty ground as if through sheer force of love she couldrestore him to life. But her hands froze in the air over thebloody rags of flesh that had been Ayaki's body. Her mouthopened without sound. Something crumpled inside her. Oninstinct, Hokanu caught her back and bundled her againsthis shoulder.

 

'He's gone to the Red God's halls,' he murmured. Maradid not respond; Hokanu felt the rapid beat of her heartunder his hands. Only belatedly did he notice the scuffle inthe brush beside the trail. Mara's honor guard had thrownthemselves with a vengeance upon the black clothed bodyof the assassin. Before Hokanu could gather the wits toorder restraint - for, alive, the man might be made to saywhich enemy had hired him - the warriors made an endof the issue.

 

Their swords rose and fell, bright red. In seconds Ayaki'skiller lay hacked like a needra bullock slaughtered in abutcher's stall.

 

Hokanu felt pity for the man. Through the blood, he
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noted the short black shirt and trousers, the red-dyed hands,as the soldiers turned the body over. The headcloth thathid all but the eyes of the man, was pulled aside to reveala blue tattoo upon the left cheek. This mark would onlybe worn by a member of the Hamoi Tong, a brotherhoodof assassins.

 

Hokanu stood slowly. It did not matter that the soldiershad dispatched the killer: the assassin would have diedgladly before divulging information. The tong operated toa strict code of secrecy, and it was certain the murdererwould not know who had paid his leader for this attack.And the only name that mattered was that of the man whohad hired the Hamoi Brotherhood's services.

 

In a cold corner of his mind, Hokanu understood thatthis attempt upon Mara's life had not come cheaply. Thisman could not have hoped to survive his mission, and asuicide killing would be worth a fortune in metal.

'Search the corpse, and track his path through the estates,'he heard himself saying in a voice hardened by the emotionsthat seethed inside. 'See if you can find any clues as to whomight have hired the tong.'

 

The Acoma Strike Leader in command bowed to themaster, and issued sharp orders to his men.

 

'Leave a guard over the boy's body,' Hokanu added.He bent to comfort Mara, unsurprised that she was stillspeechless, fighting horror and disbelief. Her husband didnot fault her for being unable to keep composure and showproper Tsurani impassivity. Ayaki had been all the familyshe had known for many years; she had no other bloodkindred. Her life before his birth had already been jarredby too much loss and death. He cradled her small, shiveringbody against his own, and added the necessary instructions

concerning the boy.

 

But when the arrangements were complete and Hokanutenderly tried to draw Mara away, she fought him. 'No!'
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she said in strangled pain. 'I will not leave him herealone!'

 

'My Lady, Ayaki is beyond our help. He already standsin the Red God's halls. Despite his years, he met deathcourageously. He will be welcomed.' He stroked her darkhair, dampened with tears, and tried to calm her. 'Youwould do better inside with loved ones around you, andJustin in the care of his nurses.'

 

'No,' Mara repeated, a note in her voice that he instinctivelyknew not to cross. 'I won't leave.'

 

And though she did after a time consent to haveher surviving child sent back to the estate house underprotection of a company of warriors, she sat through theheat of the morning on the dusty soil, staring at the stilledface of her firstborn.

 

Hokanu never left her. The stinks of death did not drivehim away, nor the flies that swarmed and buzzed and suckedat the eyes of the seeping corpse of the gelding. Controlledas if on a battlefield, he faced the worst, and coped. In quiettones he sent a runner slave to fetch servants, and a smallsilk pavilion to offer shade. Mara never looked aside asthe awning was set up above her. As though the peoplearound her did not exist, she sifted torn earth throughher fingers, until a dozen of her best warriors arrived inceremonial armor to bear her fallen son away. No oneargued with Hokanu's suggestion that the boy deservedbattlefield honors. Ayaki had died of an enemy's dart, assurely as if the poison had struck his own flesh. He hadrefused to abandon his beloved horse, and such courageand responsibility in one so young merited recognition.

Mara watched, her expression rigid as porcelain, as thewarriors lifted her son's body and set it on a bier bedeckedwith streamers of Acoma green, a single one scarlet, inacknowledgment of the Red God who gathers in all life.

The morning breeze had stilled, and the warriors sweated
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at their task. Hokanu helped Mara to her feet, willing hernot to break. He knew the effort it took to maintain his owncomposure, and not just for the sake of Ayaki. Inside hisheart, he bled also for Mara, whose suffering could scarcelybe imagined. He steadied her steps as she moved besidethe bier, and the slow cortege wound its way downslope,toward the estate house that only hours earlier had seemeda place blessed by felicity.

 

It seemed a crime against nature, that the gardensshould still be so lush, and the lakeshore so verdant andbeautiful, and the boy on the bier be so bloody and brokenand still.

 

The honor bearers drew up before the front doorwayused for ceremonial occasions. Shadowed by the immensestone portal stood the household's most loyal servants.One by one they bowed to the bier, to pay young Ayakitheir respects. They were led by Keyoke, First Adviser forWar, his hair silvered with age, the crutch that enabled himto walk after battle wounds cost him his leg unobtrusivelytucked into a fold of his formal mantle; as he intoned theritual words of sympathy, he looked upon Mara with thegrief a father might show, locked behind dark eyes andan expression like old wood. After him waited Lujan, theAcoma Force Commander, his usual rakish smile vanishedand his steady gaze spoiled by his blinking to hold backtears. A warrior to the core, he scarcely managed tomaintain his bearing. He had taught the boy on the bierto spar with a sword, and only that morning had praisedhis developing skills.

 

He touched Mara's hand as she passed. 'Ayaki may havebeen only twelve years of age, my Lady, but he already wasan exemplary warrior.'

 

The mistress barely nodded in response. Guided byHokanu, she passed on to the hadonra next in line.Small, and mouse-shy, Jican looked desolate. He had
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recently succeeded in intriguing the volatile Ayaki withthe arts of estate finance. Their games using sEdl countersto represent the marketable Acoma trade goods wouldno longer clutter the breakfast nook off the pantry. Jicanstumbled over the formal words of sympathy to his mistress.His earnest brown eyes seemed to reflect her pain as sheand her husband passed on, to her young adviser Saric,and his assistant, Incomo. Both were later additions to thehousehold; but Ayaki had won their affection no less thanthe others'. The condolences they offered to Mara weregenuine, but she could not reply. Only Hokanu's hand onher elbow kept her from stumbling as she mounted the stairand entered the corridor.

 

The sudden step into shadow caused Hokanu to shiver.For the first time, the beautifully tiled stonework did notoffer him the feeling of shelter. The beautiful painted screenshe and Mara had commissioned did not warm him toadmiration. Instead he felt gnawing doubt; had youngAyaki's death been an expression of the gods' displeasure,that Mara should claim as spoils the properties of herfallen enemies? The Minwanabi who had once walkedthese halls had sworn blood feud against the Acoma.Eschewing tradition, Mara had not buried their natami,the talisman stone that secured the spirits of the deadto life's Wheel as long as it stood in sunlight. Could thelingering shades of vanquished enemies visit ill luck on herand her children?

 

Afraid for young Justin's safety, and inwardly reprimandinghimself for giving credence to superstitions, Hokanufocused upon Mara. Where death and loss had alwayshardened her to courage and action, now she seemedutterly devastated. She saw the boy's corpse into the greathall, her steps like those of a mannequin animated by amagician's spell, She sat motionless at the bier side whileservants and maids bathed her child's torn flesh, and robed
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him in the silks and jewels that were his heritage as heir ofa great house. Hokanu hovered nearby, aching with a senseof his own uselessness. He had food brought, but his ladywould not eat. He asked for a healer to make up a soporific,expecting, even hoping, to provoke an angry response.

Mara dully shook her head and pushed the cup away.

The shadows on the floor lengthened as the sun crossedthe sky, and the windows in the ceiling admitted steepeningangles of light. When the scribe sent by Jican tappeddiscreetly on the main door a third time, Hokanu at lasttook charge and told the man to seek out Saric or Incomo, tomake up the list of noble houses who should be informed ofthe tragedy. Plainly Mara was not up to making the decisionherself. Her only movement, for hours, had been to take thecold, stiff fingers of her son in her own.

 

Lujan arrived near dusk, his sandals dusty, and moreweariness in his eyes than he had ever shown on campaign.He bowed to his mistress and her consort and awaitedpermission to speak.

 

Mara's eyes remained dully fixed on her son.

 

Hokanu reached out and touched her rigid shoulder. 'Mylove, your Force Commander has news.'

 

The Lady of the Acoma stirred, as if roused from acrossa great distance. 'My son is dead,' she said faintly. 'By themercy of all the gods, it should have been me.'

Rent to the heart by compassion, Hokanu stroked backa fallen wisp of her hair. 'If the gods were kind, the attackshould never have happened.' Then, as he saw that his Ladyhad slipped back into her stupor, he faced her officer.

The eyes of both men met, anguished. They had seenMara enraged, hurt, even in terror of her life. She hadalways responded with spirit and innovation. This apathy

was not like her, and all who loved her feared that aportion of her spirit might have perished along withher son.
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Hokanu endeavored to shoulder as much of the burdenas possible. 'Tell me what your men have found, Lujan.'

Had Mara's Force Commander been a more traditionboundman, he would have refused; while Hokanu was anoble, he was not master of the Acoma. But the Shinzawaifaction of the household was sworn to alliance withthe Acoma, and Mara was in no condition to makecritical decisions. Lujan released an almost imperceptiblesigh of relief. The strengths of the Shinzawai heir wereconsiderable, and the news Lujan brought was not cheering.'My Lord, our warriors searched the corpse to no avail. Ourbest trackers joined the search and, in a hollow where theassassin had apparently been sleeping, found this.'

He offered "a round shell token, painted scarlet andyellow, and incised with the triangular sigil of HouseAnasati. Hokanu took the object with a touch that bespokedisgust. The token was the sort a Ruling Lord might givea messenger as proof that an important errand had beencarried out. Such a badge was inappropriate for an enemyto entrust to an assassin; but then, the Lord of the Anasatimade no secret of his hatred for Mara. Jiro was powerful,and openly allied with houses who wished to abolish theEmperor's new policies. He was a scholar rather than aman of war, and though he was too clever to indulge incrude gestures, Mara had once slighted his manhood: shehad chosen his younger brother for her first husband, andsince that day, Jiro had shown open animosity.

Still, the shell counter was blatantly unsubtle, for aworking of the Great Game. And the Hamoi Tong wastoo devious a brotherhood to consent to the folly of carryingevidence of which Lord or family might have hired it. Itshistory extended back for centuries, and its policies werecloaked in secrecy. To buy a death from it ensured absolutediscretion. The token could be a play designed to throwblame upon the Anasati.

 

.
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Hokanu raised concerned eyes to Lujan. 'You think LordJiro was responsible for this attack?'

 

His query was less a question than an implied expressionof doubt. That Lujan also had reservations about theplacement of the token was evident as he drew breathto reply.

 

But the name of the Anasati Lord had pierced throughMara's lethargy. 'Jiro did this?' She spun from Ayaki's bodyand saw the red-and-yellow disk in Hokanu's hand. Herface contorted into a frightening mask of fury. 'The Anasatishall be as dust in the wind. Their natami will be buried inoffal, and their spirits be consigned to the dark. I will showthem less mercy than I did the Minwanabi!' Her handsclenched into fists. She stared without seeing between herhusband and her Force Commander, as though her detestedenemy could be made manifest through the force of herhatred. 'Not even that will pay for the blood of my son.Not even that.'

'

Lord Jiro might not be responsible,' Lujan offered, hisusually firm voice torn by grief. 'You were the target, notAyaki. The boy is the nephew of the Anasati Lord, afterall. The tong assassin could have been sent by any of theEmperors enemies.' ~

 

But Mara seemed not to hear. 'Jiro will pay. My son willbe avenged.'

 

'Do you think Lord Jiro was responsible?' Hokanurepeated to the Force Commander. That the young Anasatiheir still felt as he did, even after inheriting the mantle andpower that had been his father's, bespoke stubborn, andchildish pride. A mature mind would no longer nurse sucha grudge; but in vain arrogance, the Anasati Lord mightwell wish the world to know whose hand had contractedfor Mara's downfall.

 

Except that since Mara was Servant of the Empire, herpopularity was too widespread. Fool Jiro might be, over
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slighted manhood, but surely not so much that he wouldinvite the Emperor's wrath.

 

Lujan turned dark eyes toward Hokanu. 'That bit ofshell is all the evidence we have. Its very obviousness mightbe subtle, as if by calling attention to House Anasati, wemight dismiss them at once and look elsewhere for theculprits.' Fury coiled beneath his words. He, too, wantedto strike in anger at the outrage that had been committed.'It matters very little what I think,' he finished grimly. Forhonor demanded that he do his Lady's will, absolutely andwithout question. If Mara asked him to muster the Acomagarrison and march suicidally to war, he would obey, withall his heart and will.

 

Dusk dimmed the skylights in the great hall. Servantsentered on quiet feet and lit the lamps arrayed aroundAyaki's bier. Scented smoke sweetened the air. The playof warm light softened death's pallor, and shadow veiledthe misshapen lumps of the injuries beneath the silk robes.Mara sat alone in vigil. She regarded her son's oval face,and the coal-dark hair that, for the first time she couldremember, had stayed combed for more than an hour.

Ayaki had been all of her future, until that moment ofthe gelding's crushing fall. He had been her hopes, herdreams, and more: the future guardian of. her ancestorsand the continuance of the Acoma name.

 

Her complacence had killed him.

 

Mara clenched white fingers in her lap. She never, ever,should have lulled herself into belief that her enemies couldnot touch her. Her guilt at this lapse in vigilance wouldfollow her all her days. Yet how bleak any contemplationof tomorrow had become. At her side lay a tray with thepicked-over remains of a meal; the food had no taste thatshe could recall. Hokanu's solicitude had not comforted;she knew him too well, and the echoes of her own pain
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and anger she could sense behind his words galled her intodeeper recriminations.

 

Only the boy showed no reproach for her folly. Ayakiwas past feeling, beyond reach of sorrow or joy.

Mara choked back a spasm of grief. How she wishedthe dart had taken her, that the darkness which endedall striving could be hers, instead of her son's. That shehad another surviving child did not lessen her despair.Of the two, Ayaki had known the least of life's fullness,despite his being the elder. Fathered by Buntokapi of theAnasati, whose family had been an Acoma enemy, in aunion from which Mara had derived much pain and nohappiness. Political expediency had led her to deeds ofdeceit and entrapment that to her maturer view seemedno less than murder. Ayaki had been her atonement forhis father's wasteful suicide, brought about by Mara'sown machinations. Although by the tenets of the Gameof the Council she had won a telling victory, privately sheconsidered Buntokapi's death a defeat. That his family'sneglect had made of him a tool open for her to exploitmade no difference. Ayaki had offered her a chance togive her first husband's shade lasting honor. She had beendetermined that his son would rise to the greatness thatBuntokapi had been denied.

 

But the hope was ended now. Lord Jiro of the Anasatihad been Buntokapi's brother, and-the fact that his plotagainst her had misfired and resulted in a nephew's deathhad shifted the balance of politics yet again. For, withoutAyaki, the Anasati were free to resume the enmity quiescentsince her father's time.

 

Ayaki had grown up with the best teachers, and all ofher soldiers' vigilance to protect him; but he had paid forthe privileges of his rank. At nine he had nearly lost hislife to an assassin's knife. Two nurses and a beloved old

household servant had been murdered before his eyes, and

26 Mistress of the Empsre

 

the experience had left him with nightmares. Mara resistedan urge to rub his hand in comfort. The flesh was cold, andhis eyes would never open in joy and trust.

 

Mara did not have to fight down tears; rage at injusticechoked her sorrow for her. The personal demons that hadtwisted his father's nature toward cruelty had inspiredmelancholy and brooding in Ayaki. Only in the past threeyears, since Mara's marriage to Hokanu, had the sunnierside of the boy's nature gained ascendancy.

 

The fortress of the Minwanabi, Ayaki had been fond ofpointing out, had never been so much as besieged. Thedefences her;,,were impregnable to an enemy. Moreover,Mara was a Servant of the Empire. The title carried favorwith the gods, and luck enough to ward away misfortune.

Now, Mara berated herself for allowing his childish,blind faith to influence her. She had used traditions andsuperstitions to her advantage often enough in the past.She had been a vain fool not to see that the same thingscould be exploited against her.

 

It seemed an injustice that the child should have paid,and not her.

 

His small half-brother, Justin, had helped lighten Ayaki'sbleak spells. Her second son was the child of the barbarianslave she still loved. She had only to close her eyes foran instant and Kevin's face came to mind, nearly alwayssmiling over some ridiculous joke, his red hair and beardshining copper under Kelewan's sun. With him she hadshared none of the harmonious rapport she now enjoyedwith Hokanu. No, Kevin had been tempestuous, impulsive,at times passionately illogical. He would not have hiddenhis grief from her, but would have freed his feelings in anexplosive storm; in his intense expression of life she mighthave found the courage to face this outrage. Young Justinhad inherited his father's carefree nature. He laughed easily,was quick to get into mischief, and already evidenced a fast
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tongue. Like his father before him, Justin had a knack forsnapping Ayaki out of his brooding. He would run on fatlegs, trip, and tumble over laughing, or he would makeridiculous faces until it was impossible to be near him andstay withdrawn.

 

But there would be no more shared laughter for Ayakinow.

 

Mara shivered, only that moment conscious of thepresence of someone at her side. Hokanu had enteredthe chamber in the uncannily silent manner he had learnedfrom the foresters on the barbarian world.

 

Aware that she had noticed him, he took her cold handinto his warm one. 'My Lady, it is past midnight. You woulddo well to take some rest.'

 

Mara half turned from the bier. Her dark eyes fastenedon Hokanu's, and the compassion in his gaze caused her todissolve into tears. His handsome features blurred, and hisgrip shifted, supporting her body against his shoulder. Hewas strong in the same sparely muscled way of his father.And if he did not kindle the wild passion that Kevin had,with him, Mara shared an effortless understanding. He washusband to her as Ayaki's father had never been, and hispresence now as grief crumbled her poise was all that kepther from insanity. The touch that sought to soothe hersorrow was that of a man well capable of command on thefield of war. He preferred peace, as she did, but when theways of the sword became necessary, he had the courage ofthe tigers that inhabited the world beyond the rift.

Now, belatedly, the Acoma would need those skillsin battle.

 

As tears rinsed Mara's cheeks, she tasted bitterness that

knew no limit. The guilt inside her had a name she could useas a scapegoat. Jiro of the Anasati had murdered her son;for that, she would destroy his house beyond the memoryof the living.

 

28 Mistress of the Empire

 

As though he sensed the ugly turn of her thoughts,Hokanu shook her gently. 'My Lady, you are needed. Justincried all through his supper, asking what had happenedto his mama. Keyoke called each hour for instructions,and Force Commander Lujan needs to know how manycompanies should be recalled from garrison duty at yourestates near Sulan-Qu.'

 

In his inimitably subtle way, Hokanu did not argue thenecessity for war. That brought relief. Had he offeredquestions, had he sought to dissuade her from vengeanceagainst Jiro upon grounds that a single shell token offeredtoo scanty evidence, she would have turned on him in afury. Who was not with her at this moment was againsther. A blow had been struck against the Acoma, and honordemanded action.

 

But the form of her murdered son sapped her will; lifein any form seemed sucked dry, devoid of interest.

'Lady?' prompted Hokanu. 'Your decisions are necessaryfor the continuance of your house. For now you are theAcoma.'

 

A frown gathered Mara's eyebrows. Her husband'swords were truth. Upon their marriage, they had agreedthat young Justin would become the Shinzawai heir afterHokanu. Fiercely, suddenly, Mara wished that promiseunspoken. Never would she have agreed to such a thinghad she realised Ayaki's mortality.

 

The circle closed, again. She had been negligent. Hadshe not grown dangerously complacent, her black hairedson would not lie in state inside a circle of death lamps.He would be running, as a boy should, or practicing theskills of a warrior, or riding his great black gelding fasterthan the wind over the hills.

 

Again Mara saw in her mind's eye the arc of the brute'srearing form, and the terrible, thrashing of hooves as ittoppled . . .
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'Lady,' chided Hokanu. Tenderly he pried her fingersopen, and endeavored to stroke away her tension. 'It isover. We must continue to strive for the living.' His handsbrushed away her tears. More spilled between her eyelidsto replace them. 'Mare, the gods have not been kind. Butmy love for you goes on, and the faith of your householdin your spirit shines like a lamp in the darkness. Ayaki didnot live for nothing. He was brave, and strong, and he didnot shy from his responsibilities, even at the moment of hisdeath. As he did, so must we or the dart that felled the horsewill deal more than one mortal blow.'

 

Mara closed her eyes, and tried to deny the oil-scentedsmoke of the death lamps. She did not need remindingthat thousands of lives depended upon her, as RulingLady of the Acoma; today she had paid for the proofthat she did not deserve their trust. She was regent fora growing son no longer. There seemed no heart left inher, and yet she must prepare for a great war, and achievevengeance to keep family honor, and then, she must produceanother heir.

 

Yet the hope, the future, the enthusiasms, and the dreamsshe had sacrificed so much for had all gone to dust. She feltnumbed, punished beyond caring.

 

'My Lord and husband,' she said hoarsely 'attend to myadvisers, and have them do as you suggest. I have not theheart to make decisions, and the Acoma must make readyfor battle.'

 

Hokanu looked at her with wounded eyes. He hadlong admired her spirit, and to see her beautiful boldnessovercome by grief made his heart ache. He held her close,knowing the depth of her pain. 'Lady,' he whispered softly.'I will spare you all I can. If you would march upon Jiro

of the Anasati, I will stand at the right hand of your ForceCommander. But sooner or later, you must put on themantle of your house. The Acoma name is your charge.Ayaki's loss must not signify an ending but create a renewalof your line.'

 

Past speech, beyond rational thought, Mara turned herface into her husband's shoulder, and for a very longtime her tears soaked soundlessly into the rich blue silkof his robe.
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Jiro frowned.

 

Though the unadorned robe he wore was light and theportico around the courtyard adjacent to his library wasstill cool at this early hour, fine sweat beaded his brow.A tray of half-eaten breakfast lay abandoned at his elbow,while he tapped tense fingers on the embroidered cushionhe sat on; his eyes unwaveringly studied the game boardspread at his knees. He considered the position of eachpiece singly, and sought to assess the probable outcome ofeach move. A wrong choice might not seem immediatelyobvious, but against today's opponent, the consequenceswere apt to prove ruinous several moves later. Scholarsclaimed the game of shah sharpened a man's instinct forbattle and politics, but Jiro, Lord of the Anasati, enjoyedpuzzles of the mind over physical contests. He found itsintricacies hypnotic for their own sake. -'

 

His skills had surpassed those of his father and otherteachers at a precociously early age. When he was a boy,his older brother, Halesko, and younger brother, Buntokapi,had often as not pummeled him for the contemptuousease he displayed in defeating them. Jiro had soughtolder opponents, and had even contended against theMidkemian traders who visited the Empire more andmore often, seeking markets for their otherworld goods.They called the game chess, but the rules were the same.Jiro found few in their ranks to challenge him.

The one man he had never defeated sat opposite him,absently scanning through an array of documents piledmeticulously around his knees. Chumaka, E;first Adviser
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to the Anasati since Jiro's father's time, was a whip-thin,narrow-faced man with a pointed chin and black, impenetrableeyes. He checked the game board in passing, nowand again pausing to answer his master's moves. Ratherthan being irritated by the absent-minded fashion in whichhis First Adviser routinely defeated him, Jiro felt pride thatsuch.a facile mind served the Anasati.

 

Chumaka's gift for anticipating complex politics at timesseemed to border on the uncanny. Most of Jiro's father'sascendancy in the Game of the Council could be creditedto this adviser's shrewd advice. While Mara of the Acomahad humiliated the Anasati early in her rise to greatness,Chumaka had,offered sage counsel that had sheltered familyinterests from setbacks in the conflict that had followedbetween the Acoma and the Minwanabi.

 

Jiro chewed his lip, torn between two moves that offeredsmall gains and another that held promise of long-termstrategy. As he debated, his thoughts circled back to theGreat Game: the obliteration of House Minwanabi mighthave proven a cause for celebration, since they had beenrivals of the Anasati - save that the victory had been wonby the woman Jiro hated foremost among the living. Hishostility remained from the moment Lady Mara namedher choice of husband, and picked his younger brother,Buntokapi, as her consort over Jiro.

 

It did not matter that, had his ego not suffered abruising, Jiro would have been the one to die of theLady's machinations, instead of Bunto. Enamored thoughhe was of scholarly thought, the last surviving son of theAnasati line stayed blind to logic on this point. He fed hisspite by brooding. That the bitch had cold-heartedly plottedthe death of his brother was cause for blood vengeance;never mind that Bunto had been despised by his family,and that he had renounced all ties to Anasati to accept theLordship of the Acoma. So deep, so icy was Jiro's hatred
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that he preferred obstinate blindness to recognition that hehad inherited his own Ruling Lordship precisely becauseMara had spurned him. Over the years his youthful thirstfor retribution had darkened into the abiding obsession ofa dangerous, cunning rival.

 

Jiro glared at the shah board but raised no handto advance a player. Chumaka noticed this as he riffledthrough his correspondence. His high brows archedupward. 'You're thinking of Mara again.'

 

Jiro looked nettled.

 

'I have warned you,' Chumaka resumed in his grainy,emotionless voice. 'Dwelling on your enmity will upset yourinner balance and ultimately cost you the game.'

The Lord of the Anasati indicated his contempt byselecting the bolder of the two short-range moves.

'Ah.' Chumaka had the ill grace to look delighted as heremoved his captured minor player. With his left hand stilloccupied with papers, he immediately advanced his priest.

The Anasati Lord chewed his lip, vexed; why had his FirstAdviser done that? Enmeshed in an attempt to fathom thelogic behind the move, Jiro barely noticed the messengerwho hurried into the chamber.

 

The arrival bowed to his master. Immediately uponreceiving the languid wave that allowed him leave to rise,he passed the sealed packet he carried to Chumaka.

'Your permission, master?' Chumaka murmured.

 

'The correspondence is coded, is it not?' Jiro said, notwanting the interruption as he pondered his next move.

His hand lingered between pieces, while Chumaka clearedhis throat. Jiro took this for affirmation. 'I thought so,' hesaid. 'Open your dispatches, then. And may the news inthem for once dull your concentration for the game.'

Chumaka gave a short bark of laughter. 'The morescurrilous the gossip, the keener I will play.' He followedJiro's indecision with an amusement that almost, but not
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quite, approached contempt. Then he flipped over thepouch and used the one thumbnail he left unbitten forthe purpose to slit the tie.

 

As he thumbed through the papers inside, his browsarched. 'This is most unexpected.'

 

The Lord of the Anasati's hand hung in space. He lookedup, intrigued by the novelty of his First Adviser's surprise.'What?'

 

Servant to two generations of Ruling Lords, Chumakawas rarely caught out. He regarded his master, speculationin the depths of his eyes. 'Pardon, my Lord. I was speakingof this.' He drew a paper from the pouch. Then, as hisperipheral sight took in the piece under Jiro's poised hand,he added, 'Your move is anticipated, master.'

 

Jiro withdrew his hand, caught between irritation andamusement. 'Anticipated,' he muttered. He lounged backon his cushions to settle his mind. From this changedvantage, the game board showed a different perspective;a trick picked up from his father at an early age.

Chumaka tapped a leathery cheek with the documentthat had caused the interruption and smiled in his enigmaticway. Typically he would point out a mistake; but in shahhe would not advise. He would wait for Jiro to pay for theconsequence of his moves. 'This one,' he muttered, makinga mark upon the parchment with a small quill.

 

Jiro furiously reviewed strategy. Try as he might, he foundno threat. 'You're bluffing me.' He went on to move thepiece in dispute.

 

Chumaka looked faintly disgusted. 'I don't need to bluff.'He advanced another piece and said, 'Your Warlord is nowguarded.'

 

Jiro saw the trap his First Adviser had set: its subtletyinfuriated. Either the master would surrender the centerof the board and be forced to play a defensive game,or he would lose his Warlord, the most powerful piece,
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and exchange position for a weakened offensive capacity.Jiro's forehead creased as he considered several positionsahead. No matter how many combinations he imagined,he discovered no way to win. His only hope was to try fora stalemate.

 

He moved his remaining priest.

 

Chumaka by now was engrossed in reading. Still, at hisLord's reply, he glanced down, captured the priest with asoldier, and paradoxically allowed his master to free hisWarlord.

 

Warned to caution by the reprieve, Jiro sought toextrapolate as far ahead as possible. Too late, his mindgave him insight: he saw with disappointment that he hadbeen manipulated to the very move his First Adviser haddesired. The hoped-for stalemate was now forfeit, withdefeat simply a matter of time. Prolonging the matchnever helped; Chumaka seemed at times to be imperviousto human mistakes.

 

Sighing in frustration, the Lord of the Anasati resignedby turning his Emperor over on its side. 'Your game,Chumaka.' He rubbed his eyes, his head aching from theaftermath of tension.

 

Chumaka gave him a piercing glance over his letter. 'Yourplay is steadily improving, Lord Jiro.'

 

Jiro let the compliments soothe the sting of yet anotherdefeat. 'I often wonder how you can play so brilliantly withyour mind on other matters, Chumaka.'

 

The First Adviser snapped the document into folds. 'Shahis but one aspect of the prepared mind, my Lord.' Holdinghis master's attention with heavy-lidded eyes, he added, 'Ihold no trick of strategy, but of knowing my opponent. Ihave observed you all your life, master. From your thirdmove, I could sense where you were probing. By your sixthmove, I had eliminated more than four fifths of the totalpossibilities in the game.'
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Jiro let his hands fall limp to his lap. 'How?'

'Because you are like most men in the gods' creation, myLord. You can be depended upon to act within a patterndetermined by your individual character.' Chumaka tuckedthe parchment in a capacious pocket of his robe. 'Youspent a peaceful night. You ate well. You were relaxed.While you were focused, you were not . . . hungry. By thethird move, I extrapolated that your game would reflectdirectness, and . . . not boldness and risk.' Paying Jiro hisundivided attention, he summed up, 'The secret is to ferretout the dues that will reveal the thoughts of one's opponent.Learn his motives, know his passions, and you need not waitto see what he does: you can anticipate his next move.'

Jiro gave back a humorless smile. 'I hope that one day ashah master may visit who could humble you, Chumaka.'

The First Adviser chuckled. 'I have been humbled manytimes, my Lord. Many times. But you have never seen it.'His gaze flicked over the disarranged players, in satisfiedreminiscence. 'Play with those who do not know you asI do, and you will emerge victorious. In truth, you havean enviable gift for strategy. I am not a better shah player,master.' The First Adviser selected another paper from hispouch as he finished his rumination. 'But I am a far betterstudent of you than you have ever been of me.'

Jiro felt discomforted that anyone, even a servant asloyal as Chumaka, would have subjected him to so detaileda scrutiny. Then he caught himself short: he was fortunateto have the man as a high officer. Chumaka's job was to actas adviser, confidant, and diplomat. The better he knew hismaster, the better he would serve the Anasati. To hate himfor his supreme skill was a fool's measure, the mistake of amaster too vain to admit shortcoming. Jiro chastised himselffor selfish, unworthy suspicions and said, 'What has you soengrossed this morning?'

 

Chumaka shuffled through the pouch, selected several
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more missives, and pushed the shah board aside to makespace to array the papers around his knees. 'I have beenpursuing that lead we had into the Acoma spy network,and keeping watch upon the contacts as you requested.News has just arrived that I'm attempting to fit in.' Hisvoice fell to a mutter intelligible only to him as he reshuffledhis piles, then resolved to thinking aloud: 'I'm not quite yetsure -' He twitched another paper from one pile to the next.'Forgive the disarray, master, but such visualizations helpme keep track of relationships. Too often one is temptedto consider events in a straight line, in a particular order,when actually life is rather . . . chaotic.' He stroked his chinwith thumb and forefinger. 'I have often thought of having atable constructed of sticks, so I might place notes at differentheights, to further dramatise interconnections . . .'

Experience had taught Jiro not to be nettled by his FirstAdviser's idiosyncrasies. He might grumble over his work,but he seemed to produce the most valuable results at suchtimes. The Anasati spy network that Jiro had spent all thewealth he could spare to expand was providing more usefulinformation each year. Other great houses might employa spy master to manage such an operation in his ownright; yet Chumaka had urged against allowing anotherto oversee his works. He insisted on first-hand control ofthose agents he had placed in other houses, guild halls,and trading centers. Even when Tecuma, Jiro's father,had ruled House Anasati, Chumaka had occasionallyleft the estate to oversee some matter or another inperson.

 

While Jiro showed a young man's impatience at his FirstAdviser's foibles, he knew when not to interfere. Now,while Chumaka pored over the gleanings of his agents,the Lord of the Anasati noticed that some of the reports onthe stacks dated back as much as two years. A few seemednothing more than the jottings of a grain factor's secretary
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who used the margins to figure his accounts. 'What is thisnew information?'

 

Chumaka did not glance up. 'Someone's tried to killMara.'

 

This was momentous news! Jiro sat up straight, irkedthat he had not been told at once, and maddened that someother faction, rather than the Anasati, had discommodedthe Lady. 'How do you know this?'

 

The wily Chumaka hooked the folded paper out of hisrobe and extended it toward his master. Jiro snatched themessage and read the opening lines. 'My nephew Ayaki'sdead!' he exclaimed.

 

The Anasati First Adviser interrupted-before his mastercould launch into a tirade. 'Official word will not reach usuntil tomorrow, my Lord. That gives us today and tonightto weigh the manner in which we shall respond.'

Distracted from chastising his officer for withholdinginformation unnecessarily, Jiro diverted to consider thecourse of thought Chumaka desired: for politically, theAnasati and the Acoma had been bitterest enemies untilMara's marriage to Buntokapi; since Bunto's ritual suicide,her heir Ayaki represented a blood tie between the twohouses. Family duty had provided the only reason forsuspension of hostilities.

 

Now the boy was in Turakamu's halls. Jiro felt nopersonal regret at the news of his nephew's death. Heknew anger, that his closest male kin should have been bornto the Acoma name; he had long chafed under the treatythat compelled him as Anasati to provide the Acoma withan alliance in the cause of that same child's protection.

That constraint was ended at long last. Mara had signallyfailed in her duty as guardian. She had gotten the boy killed.The Anasati had the public excuse, no, the honorable duty,of exacting reprisal for the boy's untimely end.

Jiro could barely keep from revering in the knowledge
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that he could at last begin to avenge himself on Mara. Heasked, 'How did the boy die?'

 

Chumaka shot his master a look of unveiled rebuke. 'Hadyou read to the end of what you hold, you would know.'

Lord Jiro felt moved to assert himself as Ruling Lord.'Why not tell me? Your post is to advise.'

 

The hot black eyes of the First Adviser dropped backto his papers. He did not show any overt irritation overJiro's correction. If anything, he replied with unctuouscomplacence. 'Ayaki died of a fall from a horse. That'smade public. What is not widely known, what has beengarnered by our agent near her estates, is that the horsedied as well. It fell and crushed the child after being struckby a poisoned dart.'

 

Jiro's mind pounced on pertinent bits of earlier conversation. 'A tong assassin,' he surmised, 'whose intended targetwas Lady Mara.'

 

Chumaka's expression remained ferociously bland. 'Sothe paper in your hand spells out clearly.'

 

Now Lord Jiro inclined his head, half laughing inmagnanimous spirits. 'I accept the lesson, First Adviser.Now, rather than your using this news as a whip to instructme, I would hear what conclusions you have drawn. The sonof my enemy was, nevertheless my blood kin. this news

makes me angry.'

 

Chumaka gnawed on the thumbnail he did not keepsharpened, to break the seals off his correspondence. Hiseyes stopped tracking the cipher on the page in his handas he analysed his master's statement. Jiro showed nooutward emotion, in traditional Tsurani fashion; if hesaid he was angry, he was to be taken at his word. Honordemanded the servant believe the master. But Jiro was lessenraged than excited, Chumaka determined, which did notbode well for Mara. Young yet at ruling, Jiro failed tograsp the longer-range benefits of allowing the alliance
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between Anasati and Acoma to dissolve into a state oflaissez-faire.

 

The silence as his adviser pondered rasped at Jiro's nerves.'Who?' he demanded peevishly. 'Which of Mara's enemiesdesires her death? We could make ourselves an ally out ofthis, if we are bold.'

 

Chumaka sat back and indulged in a deep sigh.

 

Behind his pose of long-suffering patience, he wasintrigued by the unexpected turn events had taken, Jirosaw. The Anasati First Adviser was as enamored of Tsuranipolitics as a child craving sweets.

 

'I can conceive of several possibilities,' Chumaka allowed.'Yet those houses with the courage to act lack the means,and those with the means lack courage. To seek the death ofa Servant of the Empire is . . . unprecedented.' He chewedhis thin lower lip, then waved one of the servants overto stack the documents into piles to be gathered up andconveyed to his private quarters. To Jiro's impatience, hesaid at last, 'I should venture a guess that Mara was attackedby the Hamoi Tong.'

 

Jiro relinquished the note to the servant with a sneer. 'Ofcourse the tong. But who paid the death price?'

Chumaka arose. 'No one. That's what makes this soelegant. I think the tong acts for their own reasons.'

Jiro's brows rose in surprise. 'But why? What has thetong to gain by killing Mara?'

 

A runner servant appeared at the screen that led intothe main estate house. He bowed, but before he couldspeak, Chumaka second-guessed the reason behind hiserrand. 'Master, the court is assembled,' he said directlyto his Lord; Jiro waved the servant off as he rose fromhis cushions. As master and First Adviser fell into steptoward the long hall in which the Lord of the Anasaticonducted business, Jiro surmised aloud, 'We know thatTasaio of the Minwanabi paid the Hamoi Tong to kill Mara.
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Do you think he also paid them to attempt vengeance uponher should he fall?'

 

'Possibly.' Chumaka counted points on his fingers, a habithe had when ordering his thoughts. 'Minwanabi revengemight explain why, seemingly from nowhere, the tong choseto act after months of quiet.'

 

Pausing in the shadow of the corridor that accessed thedouble doors of the great hall, Jiro said, 'If the tong actson behalf of some pledge made to Tasaio before his death,will it try again?'

 

Chumaka shrugged, his stooped shoulders rising like tentpoles under his turquoise silk robe. 'Who can say? Only theObajan of the Hamoi would know; he alone has access tothe records that name those deaths bought and paid for. Ifthe tong has vowed Mara's death . . . it will persevere. If itmerely agreed to make an attempt on her life, it has fulfilledits obligation.' He gestured in rueful admiration. 'The GoodServant has her luck from the gods, some might argue. Foranyone else, an agreement to send an assassin is a virtualguarantee of success. Others have avoided the tong, once,even twice before; but the Lady Mara has survived fiveassassins that I know of. Her son was not so lucky.'

Jiro moved on with a step that snapped on the tiles. Hisnostrils flared, and he barely saw the two servants whosprang from their posts to open the audience hall doorsfor him. Striding past their abject bows, Jiro sniffed. Sincegetting his First Adviser to act with proper subserviencewas a waste of time, Jiro sniffed again. 'Well, it's a pity the

assassin missed her. Still, we can seize advantage: the deathof her son will cause much confusion in her household.'

Delicately, Chumaka cleared his throat. 'Trouble willtransfer to us, master.'

 

Jiro stopped in his tracks. His sandals squeaked ashe pivoted to face his First Adviser. 'Don't you meantrouble for the Acoma? They have lost our alliance.
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No, they have spit on it by allowing Ayaki to cometo harm.'

 

Chumaka stepped closer to his Lord, so the cluster offactors who awaited Jiro's audience at the far end of thehall might not overhear. 'Speak gently,' he admonished.'Unless Mara finds convincing proof that it is Tasaio ofthe Minwanabi's hand reaching from the halls of the Deadin this matter, it is logical for her to place blame uponus.' Acerbically, he added, 'You took pains when LordTecuma, your father, died to make your hostilities towardher house plain.'

 

Jiro jerked up his chin. 'Perhaps.'

 

Chumaka did not press chastisement. Caught again intohis innate fascination for the Game, he said, 'Her networkis the best I've seen. I have a theory: given her adoptionof the entire Minwanabi household-'

 

Jiro's cheeks flushed, 'Another example of her blasphemousbehavior and contempt for tradition!'

 

Chumaka held up a placating hand. There were timeswhen Jiro's thinking became clouded; having lost hismother to a fever at the tender age of five, as a boyhe had clung irrationally to routine, to tradition, as ifadherence to order could ward off the inconsistencies oflife. Always he had tended to wall off his grief behindlogic, or unswerving devotion to the dutiful ideal of theTsurani noble. Chumaka did not like to encourage what heconsidered a weakening flaw in his Lord. The ramificationsof allowing such traits to become policy were too confiningfor his liking. The perils, in fact, were paramount; in abold move of his own, Chumaka had seized the initiativeto take in more than two hundred soldiers formerly swornto Minwanabi service. These were disaffected men whosehatred of Mara would last to their dying breath. Chumakahad not housed such for his own entertainment; he wasnot a disloyal man. He had secretly accommodated the
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warriors in a distant, secret barracks. Tactful inquiry hadshown Jiro to be adamant in his refusal to consider swearingthem to Anasati service; ancient custom held that such menwere anathema, without honor and to be shunned lest thedispleasure of the gods that had seen the unfortunate housefall be visited upon their benefactor. Yet Chumaka hadrefrained from sending these men away. He had no hope ofa change in attitude from his master; but a tool was a tool,and these former Minwanabi might someday be useful, ifthe Ruling Lord of the Anasati could not be weaned fromhis puerile hatred of Mara.

 

If the two Houses were going to be enemies, Chumakasaw such warriors as an advantage to be held in trust forthe day their service might be needed. Mara had provenherself to be clever. She had ruined one house far largerthan her own. Guile would be needed to match guile, andChumaka was never a man to waste an opportunity.

Indeed, he saw his secret as a loyal act, and what Jirodid not know, could not be forbidden.

 

The warriors were not all. Chumaka had to restrainhimself from the desire to rub his thin hands together inanticipation. He had spies as well. Already a few factorsformerly in the Minwanabi employ were now working onbehalf of the Anasati and not the Acoma. Chumaka gainedthe same pleasure in co-opting these people to his master'sservice that he might in isolating an opponent's fortress orpriest upon the shah board. He knew eventually the Anasatiwould benefit. Then his master must see the wisdom of someof Mara's choices.

 

And so the Anasati First Adviser smiled, and saidnothing; to a fine point, he knew just how far he couldgo in contradicting Jiro. Pressing his Lord toward hismeeting with the factors, he said quietly, 'Master, Mara

may have flouted tradition by taking on responsibility forher vanquished enemy's servants, but rather than merelyremoving her greatest enemy, she has gained immeasurableresources. Her strength has grown. From being a dangerous,dominant player in the Game of the Council, at one strokeMara has become the single most powerful Ruling Lord orLady in the history of the Empire. The Acoma forces, alone,now number more than ten thousand swords; they surpassseveral smaller clans. And Clan Hadama and its alliestogether rival the Emperor's Imperial Whites!' Chumakaturned reflective as he added, 'She could rule by fiat, Ithink, if she had the ambition. The Light of Heaven iscertainly not of a mind to oppose her wishes.'

Disliking to be reminded of the Lady's swift ascendance,Jiro became the more nettled. 'Never mind. What is thistheory?'

 

Chumaka raised up one finger. 'We know Tasaio of theMinwanabi employed the Hamoi Tong. The tong continuesto pursue Mara's death.' Counting on a second finger, helisted, 'These facts may or may not be related. Incomo,Tasaio's former First Adviser, was effective in discoveringsome or all of the Acoma agents who had infiltrated theMinwanabi household. There was a disruption after that,and a mystery remains: our own network reported thatsomeone killed every Acoma agent between the MinwanabiGreat House and the City of Sulan-Qu.'

 

Jiro gave an offhand wave. 'So Tasaio had all her agentskilled as far back as he could trace her network.'

Chumaka's smile became predatory. 'What if he didn't?'He flicked up a third finger. 'Here is another fact: the HamoiTong killed those servants inside the Minwanabi householdwho were Acoma agents.'

 

The Lord's boredom intensified. 'Tasaio ordered thetong -'

 

'No!' Chumaka interrupted, verging on disrespect. Swiftlyhe amended his manners by turning his outburst intoprelude for instruction. 'Why should Tasaio hire tong to
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kill his own staff ? Why pay death price for lives that couldbe taken by an order to the Minwanabi guards?'

Jiro looked rueful. 'I was thinking carelessly.' His eyesshifted forward to where the factors were fidgeting at thedelay, as Lord and adviser continued to equivocate justinside the doorway.

 

Chumaka ignored their discomfort. They were underlings,after all, and it was their place to wait upon their Lord.'Because there is no logical reason, my master. However, wecan make a surmise: if I were the Lady, and I wished to insultboth the tong and Tasaio, what better way than to order thetong, under false colors, to kill her spies?'

 

Jiro's expression quickened. He could follow Chumaka'sreasoning on his own, now he had been clued in to the firststep. 'You think the Hamoi Tong may have cause to declarea blood debt toward Mara?'

 

Chumaka's answer-was a toothy smile.

 

Jiro resumed walking. His steps echoed across the vasthall, with its paper screens drawn closed on both sides,and its roof beams hung with dusty war relics and avenerable collection of captured enemy banners. Theseartifacts reminded of a time when the Anasati were atthe forefront of historical battles. Theirs was an ancienttradition of honor. They would rise as high again, Jirovowed; no, higher yet. For Mara's defeat would be histo arrange, a victory that would resound throughout theEmpire.

 

He alone would prove that Mara had incurred the

gods' displeasure in granting reprieve to conquered enemyservants. Single-handedly, he would exact vengeance forher flouting of the old ways. She would look into his eyesas she died, and know: she had made her worst mistakeon the day she had chosen Buntokapi for her husband.Unlike the grandeur of the Minwanabi great hall that Marahad inherited, the Anasati great hall was as reassuring in
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its traditional design as the most time-honored ritual inthe temple. Jiro luxuriated in this; no different from thehalls of a hundred other Ruling Lords, this chamber wasnevertheless unique; it was Anasati. Along both sides of thecenter aisle knelt petitioners and Anasati retainers. Omelo,his Force Commander, stood at attention to one side of thedais upon which Jiro conducted the business of his court.Arrayed behind him were the other officers and advisers ofthe household.

 

Jiro mounted his dais, knelt on the Lord's cushions,then settled back on his heels as he adjusted his formalrobe. Before he signaled his hadonra to begin the day'scouncil, he said to his First Adviser, 'Find out for certainif the tong pursues Mara on its own. I would know, so wecan make better plans when this news of Ayaki's deathbecomes official.'

 

Chumaka clapped his hands and a servant came to hisshoulder. 'Have two runners in my quarters by the time Ireach them.' While the servant bowed and hastened away,he made his own obeisance to the master. 'Lord, I shallbegin at once. I have some new sources that may provideus with better information.' Then, seeing the hardenedglint in Lord Jiro's eyes, Chumaka touched his master'ssleeve. 'We must show restraint until Mara's messengerreaches us with- formal announcement of Ayaki's death.Speak now, and your staff will gossip. We would ill beserved by giving our enemy proof, that we have spies insensitive places.'

 

Jiro snapped away from Chumaka's touch. 'I understand,but do not ask me to be complacent! All in Anasati servicewill mourn. Ayaki of the Acoma, my nephew, has beenslain, and every man of ours who is not a slave will weara red band upon his arm in token of our loss. When thisday's business is finished, you will ready an honor guardfor travel to Sulan-Qu.'
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Chumaka bit back annoyance. 'We attend the boy'sfuneral?'

 

Jiro bared his teeth. 'He was my nephew. To stay homewhen his ashes are honored would be to admit responsibilityor cowardice, and we are guilty of neither. He may havebeen the son of my enemy, and I may now destroy hismother without constraint, but he shares Anasati blood! Hedeserves the respect any grandson of Tecuma of the Anasatiis entitled. We shall carry a family relic to be burned withhim.'Jiro's eyes flashed as he finished, 'Tradition demandsour presence!'

 

Chumaka kept his reservations about this decision as hebowed in acknowledgment of his master's wishes. While itwas a First Adviser's place to shepherd his Lord throughdecisions that affected house policy, Chumaka was wontto chafe at the more mundane responsibilities of his office.The Game of the Council had changed dramatically sinceMara of the Acoma first entered the arena; yet it was still thegame, and nothing in life captured the adviser's fascinationlike the puzzle of Tsurani politics. Taut as a coursing hound,he rose up in excitement for the chase.

 

Almost happy despite the prospect of unfortunate developmentson the horizon, the First Adviser left the greathall, muttering over the lists of instructions he would needto dispatch with his runners. Substantial bribes would benecessary to pry loose the information he desired, but ifthe gathered bits of intelligence could prove his morning'stheory, the gains would outweigh the cost. As Chumakapaused for the servants to open the door to let him out,his lips reflected an unholy smile.

 

Years had passed since he had tested his wits againsta worthy opponent! Lady Mara was going to afford himmuch amusement if Lord Jiro's obsession could not be

cooled, and the Anasati marked her house for ruin.

* * *

Mara tossed fitfully in sleep. Her sounds of distress tore atHokanu's heart, and he wished to do something, to touchher, to speak soft words, to ease her agony. But she hadslept very little since Ayaki's death. Even the restlessness ofnightmares offered some release. To waken her was to forceher to awareness of her loss, and to the crushing necessityof bearing up under the strain.

 

Hokanu sighed and regarded the patterns that moonlightcast through the screens. The shadows in the corners seemedto loom darker than ever before; not even the presence ofdoubled sentries at each door and window could recoverthe lost sense of peace. The heir to the Shinzawai andhusband to the Servant of the Empire now found himselfa man alone, with nothing but his wits and his love for atroubled woman. The predawn air was cool, unusual forlands in Szetac Province, perhaps owing to the proximityof the house to the lake. Hokanu arose and slipped on thelight robe he had cast off the night before. He tied the sash,then took a stance overlooking the sleeping mat with hisarms crossed tightly against his chest.

 

He kept vigil while Mara tossed in the bedclothes, herhair like a patch of lingering night in the slowly brighteningair. The coppery moonlight faded, washed out by early gray.The screen that opened upon the private terrace had turnedslowly from black to pearl.

 

Hokanu restrained an urge to pace. Mara had wokenduring the night, sobbing in his arms and crying Ayaki'sname. He had held her close, but his warmth would bringher no comfort. Hokanu's jaw tightened at the memory. Afoe he would willingly face in battle, but this sorrow . . . achild dead as his potential had barely begun to unfold . . .There was no remedy under sky that a husband could offer.Only time would dull the ache.

 

Hokanu was not a man who cursed. Controlled and tautas the pitched treble string of a harplike tiral he allowed
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himself no indulgence that might in any way disturb hiswife. Silently, dangerously graceful, he slid aside the doorjust enough to pass through. The day was too fair, hethought as he regarded the pale green sky. There shouldhave been storms, strong winds, even lightning and rain;nature herself should rail at the earth on the day of Ayaki'sfuneral.

 

Across the hill, in the hollow before the lakeshore, thefinal preparations were being carried out. The stackedwood of the pyre arose in a ziggurat. Jican had madefree with Acoma wealth, on Hokanu's order, and madesure that only aromatic woods were purchased. The stinkof singed flesh and hair would not offend the mourners orthe boy's mother. Hokanu's mouth chinned. There wouldbe no privacy for Mara on this most sad occasion. She hadrisen too high, and her son's funeral would be a state rite.Ruling Lords would converge from all parts of the Empireto pay their respects - or to further their plot's intrigues.The Game of the Council did not pause for grief, or joy,or any calamiq of nature. Like rot unseen under paintedwood, the circumstances that had created Ayaki's deathwould repeat themselves again and again. ~

 

A dust cloud arose on the northern skyline; guests alreadyarriving, Hokanu surmised. He glanced again at his wife,reassured that her dreams had quieted. He stepped quietlyto the door, spoke to the boy runner, and arranged for theLady's maids to be with her when she wakened. Then hegave in to his restlessness and strode out onto the terrace.

The estate was beginning to stir. Jican could be seen crossingat a half run between the kitchen wing and the servants'quarters, where laundry girls already hurried between guestchambers with baskets of fresh linens balanced on theirheads. Prepared for state visitors, warriors in dress armormarched to relieve the night watch. Yet, amid the generalair of purpose, two figures walked by the lake, keeping pace
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with each other, but apparently on no logical errant beyonda morning stroll. Suspicion gave Hokanu pause, until helooked closer and identified the pair. Then curiosity drewhim across the terrace and he descended the stairs that gaveaccess to the grounds below.

 

Following quietly between the rows of akasi flowers,Hokanu confirmed his first impression: Incomo and Irrilandimoved ahead of him at their unhurried pace, seemingly lostin thought. The former First Adviser and the former ForceCommander to Tasaio of the Minwanabi did not wanteraimlessly.

 

Intrigued by what these two previous enemies turnedloyal servants might be doing out so early on this sat day,Hokanu slipped silently after.

 

The pair reached the edge of the lake, and the reed-frailadviser and leathery, battle-muscled warrior both kneltupon a little rise. Past a notch between the scrolled eavesof the great house and the hill it fronted, the first pink cloudsdrifted in the sky, their undersides heating to orange as therays of a sun not yet visible gilded their edges.

Both men sat as if praying. Hokanu noiselessly drewnearer. For several minutes the Lord ant the two servantsabided in frozen tableau. Then daybreak pierces the gloom,and a sun beam fanned across the sky, catching in acrystalline formation at the peak of the rise. There camea flash that dazzled. Warmth ant first light bathes the quiet, and the dew sparkled, touched to gemlikebrilliance. Then Irrilandi ant Incomo bowed until theirheads touched the earth, repeating faint words that Hokanucould not make out.

 

For that brief instant, the son of the Shinzawai was nearlyblinded by the unexpected flash; then it was gone as theangle of the rising sun changed.

 

The two men completed their strange rite ant stood.The war-wary eyes of Irrilandi were first to pick out adiscrepancy in the quiet morning. He saw the Lord whowaited nearby, and bowed. 'Master Hokanu,' he salt.Caught short, Incomo repeated the gesture.

 

Hokanu motioned both servants back toward the house.'I could not sleep,' he said ruefully. 'I observed you walkingand came to see what brought you here.'

 

Irrilandi gave a Tsurani shrug. 'Each day before sunrisewe give thanks.'

 

Hokanu's silence begged for a further explanation,though he did not look at either man but studied hisbare feet as he stepped through dew-damp grass.

Incomo cleared his throat in what might have beenembarrassment. 'We come here each day to witness the

day's beginning. And to give thanks, since the GoodServant came to us.' He regarded the great house, withits high, peaked gables, stone pillars, and the screen lintelstied now with red bunting in respect for Turakamu, the RedGod, who would welcome Ayaki's spirit into his keepingduring the day's rites. Incomo elaborated for Hokanu'sbenefit. 'When our Lady brought about Tasaio's ruin, weexpected death or slavery. Instead we were given the giftof days: another chance to serve and gain honor. So eachsunrise we offer a prayer of thanks for this reprieve, andfor the Good Servant.'

 

Hokanu nodded, unsurprised by the devotion of thesehigh officers. As Servant of the Empire, Mara was belovedby the masses. Her own staff served her with an affectionthat bordered upon awe. Indeed, she would need suchsupport for her house to recover from this loss. A rulerdisliked by his people might expect a blow of this magnitudeto cause hesitation in his staff, as servants from thehighest positions town to the meanest slave fretted overwhether heaven had withdrawn the luck of the house.Even without divine disapproval, mortal enemies wouldseize upon opportunity and strike where the ranks were
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most confused. And so the superstition fed upon the results,since a house weakened would suffer setbacks, ant so seemto be in the disfavor of the gods.

 

Hokanu felt irritation. Too many events in this Empiretwisted in upon themselves, until centuries of unbendingcustoms led their society toward stagnation and entropy.

This inbred cycle he and Mara and Ichindar, the Emperorof the Nations, had dedicated themselves to overturn.

Ayaki's untimely end was more than sorrow and grief;it could become a major setback and be turned into arallying cry for all those Ruling Lords who were disgruntledby recent changes. If the Acoma showed any sign ofirresolution, there would be strife; and at the heart ofthe faction that had begun to form in rigid adherence toold traditions^, the Anasati voice would be loudest.

The funeral guests would not be here to observe the ashesof the departed as they spiraled in their smoky ascent toheaven; no: they would be watching one another likestarving dogs, and Lady Mara would be subjected to themost thorough scrutiny of all. Weighed down by dread,for he knew his Lady was too lost in her pain to handleperipheral matters, Hokanu pushed open the ornamentalgate and started across the garden. He forgot the two menwho walked with him until Incomo said, 'First AdviserSaric has all in readiness, master. Entertainments have beenarranged to divert the guests, and the honor guards of all butthe greatest Ruling Lords will be quartered in the garrisonacross the lake. The pyre has been soaked in oils, and allhas been done to keep the ceremony as brief as possible.'

Hokanu found no reassurance in Incomo's words; thatthe adviser felt need to stress such points bespoke a sharingof concern. The game would go on, whether or not LadyMara could rally and cope.

 

'We shall not stint in our honors to the departed youngmaster,' added Irrilandi, 'but it is my suggestion that you
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stay by your Lady's side, and be prepared to interpret herinstructions.'

 

Politely, tactfully, the high officers of House Acomaacknowledged that their mistress remained incapacitated.Hokanu felt a surge of gratitude to these men, who werequietly and staunchly prepared to try to cover for herlapse. He tried to reassure them that House Acoma wouldnot flounder with the currents of misfortune like somerudderless ship. 'I shall be with my Lady. She is touchedby your devotion and would have me say that you shouldnot hesitate to approach if you have any difficulties orconcerns.'

 

A knowing glance passed between master and servants.Then Irrilandi bowed. 'More than a thousand soldiers havemade prayers to Turakamu to take them in the youngmaster's place.'

 

Hokanu nodded in respect. Those soldiers would weararms throughout the funeral ceremony in token of theirvow, a strong deterrent to any visiting Lord who might contemplatecausing trouble, in breach of Acoma hospitality.

The number was a great honor to Ayaki, the men's dedicationalso demonstrated that barracks rumor recognisedthe political ramifications of what was far more than apersonal tragedy. The Lords who came today would gatherand circle like jaguna, the eaters of dead meat, to see whatprizes could be snatched from the teeth of misfortune.

Hokanu received the departing bows of the two officers,then looked over his shoulder at the lake, where barges werenow heading rapidly toward the docks. Banners flew fromtheir poles, and the chant of the oarsmen carried across thewater. Very shortly now the quiet estate would become apolitical arena. Hokanu considered the great stone housethat had been the hall of the Minwanabi for centuries.The place had been designed as a fortress, but today evenenemies must be invited inside. The priest of Chochocan,the Good God, had blessed the estate, and Mara had seenthe Minwanabi natami placed in a dedicated glade, so thata once great house should be remembered. Yet despite thesemeasures and the assurances of the priests that the GoodServant's acts had earned divine favor, Hokanu swallowed ~iback a feeling of dread. The depths of the eaves seemed tohold shadows in which the spirits of enemies peered out insilent laughter at Mara's grief.

 

Hokanu wished for a moment he had overridden her boltchoice and opted to adhere to the customs of conquest thatwould have seen this house tom down, each stone carriesto the lake and thrown into the deep, each timber and fidtburned, and the soil of all these lush acres sown with salt.Unlucky ground should nurture nothing, according to theways adhered to over the centuries, that the cycle of cursesevents might be broken for eternity. Despite the beauty ofthis estate, and the near-impregnable location of its groundsand holdings, Hokanu repressed the cold premonition thathe might be doomed never to find happiness with Mara aslong as they lived under this roof.

 

But this was an ill time to brood, with the state guestsalready arriving. The consort to the Servant of the Empirestiffened his shoulders, prepared for the coming ordeal.Mara must show the proper Tsurani bearing in the faceof her overwhelming grief. The death of her father andbrother, who were warriors, had been one dining; the lossof her own child, far worse. Hokanu intuitively sensesthat this was the ugliest fate that could have befallen thewoman he loved more than life. For her he must be strongtoday, armor against public dishonor, for while he was stillthe dedicated heir of the Shinzawai, he embraced Acomahonor as if it were his own.

 

Secure in his resolve, he returned to the terrace outsidehis Lady's sleeping quarters. As the screens were notyet opened, he knew that the servants had allowed her
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undisturbed rest. He slid the panel soundlessly in its trackand entered. He did not speak but let the gentle warmthof daylight fall upon his wife's cheek.

 

Mara stirred. Her hands closed in the twisted sheets, andher eyes fluttered open. She gasped and pushed herself up.Her eyes swept the room in terror until Hokanu knelt andcaptured her in his embrace.

 

Her complexion looked as if she had not slept at all. 'Isit time?'

 

Hokanu stroked her shoulder, as servants who had waitedoutside hurried in at the sound of their mistress's voice. Hesaid, 'The day begins.'

 

Gently he helped raise his Lady to her feet. When hehad steadied her, he backed away and gestured for theservants to perform their offices. Mara stood with a bleakexpression as her maids bustled to arrange her bath and herdress. Hokanu endured the sight of her lackluster mannerwithout showing the anger in his heart. If Jiro of the Anasatiwas responsible for causing this pain to his Lady, the heir tothe Shinzawai vowed to see the man suffer. Then, recalledto his own state of undress by the admiring stare of one ofMara's handmaids, he put aside thoughts of revenge. Heclapped for his own servants, and suffered their fussing insilence as they arrayed him in the formal robes requiredfor Ayaki's funeral.

 

The throng mended the hills surrounding the Acoma estatehouse, clothed in the colors of a thousand houses, with redsashes, red ties, or red ribbons worn in homage to the RedGod, brother to Sibi, who was Death, and lord of all lives.The color also symbolised the heart's blood of the boythat no longer flowed to clothe the spirit. Six thousandsoldiers stood in columns flanking the hollow where thebier awaited. In front, in polished green armor, stood theAcoma warriors who had dedicated their lives; behind
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these, the ranks in the blue of Mara's Shinzawai consort;and after them, the gold-edged white of the Imperial Guardsent by Ichindar to carry the Emperor's condolences. Nextcame Kamatsu of the Shinzawai, Hokanu's father, and thenthe families who made up the Hadama Clan, all who hadblood ties to the dead boy. After them, in a great, sprawlingcrows, stood the houses who had come to pay their respects.or to indulge in the next round of the Great Game.

The warriors were statue-still, heads bowed, shields heldwith edges resting upon the ground. Before each lay asword, points facing the bier, empty scabbard placedcrosswise beneath. Behind the soldiers, up the hillside,members of the household kept a respectful distance fromthe line of march, for the great of the Empire had come tobid farewell to a boy.

 

~Trumpets blew to begin the procession. In the shade ofthe outer portico where the Acoma advisers and officersgathered to march, Mara fought the weakness in her knees.She felt Hokanu's grip on her elbow, but the meaning ofthe sensation did not register. The eyes half hidden behindher red veil of mourning were locked on the litter that heldher motionless son. His body was encased in fine armor;his white hands clasped the grip of a rare metal sword.The hand that had been crushed in the fall was decentlyclothed in a gauntlet; the mashed chest, hidden behind abreastplate and shield emblazoned with a shatra bird inrare gold leaf.

 

To the eye, he seemed a sleeping warrior, prepared at acall to arise and fight in the glory and honor of his youth.

Mara felt her throat dose. No prior event, not placingthe mementos of her father and brother in the family's gladeto mourn them, not enduring her first husband's brutality,not losing the first man with whom she had discovered thepassion of love, not the death of her beloved foster mother-nothingcompared to this moment for sheer horror.
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She could not believe, even now, far less accept the finalityof her firstborn's death. A child whose life had made hersendurable, through her unhappy first marriage. An infantwhose carefree laughter had weaned her from despair, whenshe had faced enemies greater than the means of her houseto defend. Ayaki had given her the courage to go on. Out ofstubbornness, and a fierce desire to see him live to carry onthe Acoma name, Mara had accomplished the impossible.

All would be consigned to ashes, this day. This accursedday, when a boy who should have outlived his motherwould become a pillar of smoke to assault the nostrils ofheaven.

 

A step behind Mara, baby Justin fretfully asked to becarried. His nurse cajoled him to stand hushing his noise.His mother seemed deaf to his distress, locked as she wasin dark thoughts. She moved like a puppet to Hokanu'sguidance as the retinue prepared to start forward.

Drums beat. The tattoo thrummed on the air. An acolyteclad in red thrust a dyed ke-reed into the Lady's unfeelinghands; Hokanu's fingers clasped hers, raising the reed withher lest she drop the religious symbol.

 

The procession moved. Hokanu "gathered her into thecrook of his arm and steadied her into the slow march.To honor her loss, he had forsaken the blue armor of theShinzawai for the green of the Acoma and an officer'shelm. Vaguely Mara knew he grieved, and distantly shesensed the sorrow of the others - the hadonra, who had sooften shouted at the boy for spilling ink in the scriptorium;the nurses and teachers, who had all borne bruises fromhis tantrums; the advisers, who had sometimes wishedfor a warrior's sword to knock sense into the boy'smischievous head by whacking the flat on his backside.Servants and maids and even slaves had appreciated Ayaki'squick spirit.

 

But they were as shadows, and their words of consolation
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just noise. Nothing anyone said or did seemed to penetratethe desolation that surrounded the Lady of the Acoma.

Mara felt Hokanu's hand gently upon her arm, guidingher down the low stairs. Here waited the first of the statedelegations: Ichindar's, clad in blinding white and gold.Mara bent her head as the regal contingent bowed to her;she stayed silent behind her veils as Hokanu murmured theappropriate words.

 

She was moved on, past Lord Hoppara of the Xacatecas,so long a staunch ally; today she presented to him themanner she would show a stranger, and only Hokanu heardthe young man's graceful expression of understanding. Athis side, elegant as always, the dowager Lady of theXacatecas regarded the Good Servant with something moremagnanimous than sympathy.

 

As Hokanu made his bow to her, Lady Isashani lingeringlycaught his hand. 'Keep your Lady close,' she warnedwhile she outwardly maintained the appearance of offeringa personal condolence. 'She is a spirit still in shock. Verylikely she will not recognise the import of her actions forsome days yet. There are enemies here who would provokeher to gain advantage.'

 

Hokanu's politeness took on a grim edge as he thankedLord Hoppara's mother for her precaution.

 

These nuances passed Mara by, as well as the skillwith which Hokanu turned aside the veiled insults of theOmechan. She made her bows at her Lord's cue, and didnot care as she roused whispers in her wake: that she hadshown more obeisance than necessary to Lord Frasai of theTonmargu; that the Lord of the Inrodaka noticed that hermovements lacked her characteristic fire and grace.

She had no focus in life beyond the small, fragile formthat lay in final rest upon the litter.

 

Plodding steps followed in time to the thud of muffleddrums. The sun climbed overhead as the procession wound
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into the hollow where the pyre had been prepared. Hokanumurmured polite words to the last and least of the RulingLords who merited personal recognition. Between thelitter and the pyre waited one last contingent, robed inunadorned black.

 

Touched by awe, Hokanu forced his next step, his handtightening upon Mara. If she realised she confrontedfive Great Ones, magicians of the Assembly, she gaveno sign. That their kind was above the law and thatthey had seen fit to send a delegation to this eventfailed to give her pause. Hokanu was the one to ponderthe ramifications, and to connect that of late the BlackRobes seemed to have taken a keener interest than usualin the turnings of politics. Mara bowed to the GreatOnes as she had to any other Lord, unmindful of thesympathy offered by the plump Hochopepa, whom shehad met at the occasion of Tasaio's ritual suicide. Thealways awkward moment when Hokanu faced his truefather was lost on her. The iq regard of the red-hairedmagician who stood behind the more taciturn Shimonedid not faze her. Whether hostile or benign, the magicians'words could not pierce through her apathy. No

life their powers could threaten meant more than the oneTurakamu and the Game of the Council had already seenfit to take.

 

Mara entered the ritual circle where the bier lay. Shewatched with stony eyes as her Force Commander liftedthe too still form of her boy and laid him tenderly on thewood that would be his final bed. His hands straightenedsword and helm and shield, and he stepped back, all hisrakishness absent.

 

Mara felt Hokanu's gentle prod. Numbly she steppedforward as around her the drums boomed and stilled.She lowered the ke-reed across Ayaki's body, but it wasHokanu's voice that raised in the traditional cry: 'We
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are gathered to commemorate the life of Ayaki, son ofBuntokapi, grandson of Tecuma and Sezu!'

 

The line was too short, Mara sensed, a vague frown onher face. Where were the lists of life deeds, for this herfirseborn son?

 

An awkward stillness developed, until Lujan moved ata desperate glance from Hokanu and nudged her aroundto face the east.

 

The priest of Chochocan approached, robed in the whitethat symbolised life. He shed his mantle and danced, nakedas at birth, in celebration of childhood.

 

Mara did not see his gyrations; she felt no expiationfor the guilt of knowing her laxity had caused disaster.As the dance,,` bowed to earth before the bier, she facedwest when prompted, and stood, dull-eyed, as the whistlesof Turakamu's followers split the air, as the priest of theRed God began his dance for Ayaki's safe passage to thehalls of the Red God. He had never needed to represent abarbarian beast before, and his idea of how a horse mightmove had been almost laughable had it not ended in thefall to earth that had crushed so much young promise.

Mara's eyes stayed dry. Her heart felt hardened to akernel incapable of being renewed. She did not bow herhead in prayer ?s the priests stepped forward and slashedthe red cord that bound Ayaki's hands, freeing his spiritfor rebirth. She did not weep, or beg the gods' favor, asthe white-plumed tirik bird was released as symbol of therenewal of rebirth.

 

The priest of Turakamu intoned his prayer for Ayaki. 'Inthe end, all men come before my god. The Death God is akind Lord, for he ends suffering and pain. He judges thosewho come to him and rewards the righteous.' With a broadwave of his hand and a nod of his skull mask, the priestadded, 'He understands the living and knows of pain andgrief.' The red wand pointed to the armored boy on the
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pyre. 'Ayaki of the Acoma was a good son, firmly uponthe path that his parents would have wished for him. Wecan only accept that Turakamu judged him worthy andcalled him so that he might be returned to us, with an evengreater fate.'

 

Mara clenched her teeth to keep from crying.

 

What prayer was there to be said that would not betainted with rage, and what rebirth beyond being son ofthe Light of Heaven himself could await that was morehonorable than heirship of the Acoma? As Mara shivered inpent fury, Hokanu's arms dosed around her. He murmuredsomething she did not hear as the torches were lifted fromtheir brackets around the circle and the aromatic wood wasset alight. A cold band twisted itself around her heart. Shewatched the red-yellow flames lick upward, her thoughtsvery far from the present.

 

As the priest of Juran the Just approached to give herblessing, only Hokanu's surreptitious shake prevented herfrom screaming curses at him, demanding to know whatsort of justice existed in a world where little boys died beforetheir mother's eyes.

 

The flames crackled skyward, then sheeted over the pyrewith a roar of disturbed air. The treated wood sparedthe sight of the boy's body twisting and blackening inits embrace. Yet Mara looked upon the sight with everyfiber of her body braced in horror. Her imagination depictedwhat lay at the heart of a brightness too dazzling for sight;her mind supplied the screams the boy had never uttered.

'Ayaki,' she whispered. Hokanu's hold upon her tightenedwith enough force to recall her momentarily topropriety: to the stiff-faced mask that as Servant of theEmpire she was expected to show in public grief. But theeffort of holding her features immobile was enough to causeher to tremble.

 

For long minutes the crackle of flames vied with the
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voices of the priests who chanted their various prayers.Mara fought to control her breathing, to stave off themonstrous reality of her dead child vanishing into a roilof smoke.

 

For the death rite of one of lesser station, this would betime for the guests to file away, leaving those closest tothe departed to a time of private mourning. But with thepassing of the great, such courtesies were forborne. Marawas allowed no reprieve. At the forefront of the publiceye she remained, while the acolytes of Turakamu threwconsecrated oil upon the flames. Waves of heat rolled offthe pyre, reddening Mara's skin. If she shed any tears, theydried upon her cheeks in the face of that cruel furnace.Above writhing curtains of flame, the thick black smokecoiled skyward to draw notice from heaven that a spirit ofhigh honor had departed.

 

The sun added to the blaze, and Mara felt sick anddizzy. Hokanu turned his body to shade her as he could.He dared not glance at her too often in concern, for fearof betraying her weakness, while the time dragged by astorture. Nearly an hour passed before the flame subsided;then more prayers and chanting followed as the wood-asheswere spread to cool. Mara all but swayed on her feet whenthe priest of Turakamu intoned, 'The body is no more. Thespirit has flown. He who was Ayaki of the Acoma is nowhere,' he said, touching his heart, 'here' - he touched hishead - 'and in Turakamu's halls.'

 

The acolytes braved the smoking embers as they pickedtheir way to the heart of the mound of decimated fuel. Oneused a square of thick leather to drag out the warped bladeof Ayaki's sword, quickly passing the bundle to another whowaited to quench the hot metal in wet rags. Steam rose tomingle with the smoke. Mara endured with deadened eyesas the priest of Turakamu employed an ornate scoop tofill the waiting urn with ashes. More wood than boy, the
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remains would become the symbol of the body's intermentin the glade of his ancestors. For the Tsurani believed thatwhile the true soul traveled to the halls of the Red God,a small part of the spirit, the shade, would rest alongsideits ancestors within the stone that was the natami of thehouse. That way the essence of the child would thus returnin another life, while that which made him Acoma wouldremain to watch over his family.

 

Hokanu steadied his wife as two acolytes arrived beforeher. One offered the sword blade, which Mara touched.Then Hokanu took the twisted length of metal while theother acolyte surrendered the urn. Mara accepted theashes of her son in trembling hands. Her eyes did notacknowledge what she held but remained fixed upon thescattered, charred wood that remained in the circle.

Hokanu touched her arm lightly and they turned as one.The drums boomed out as the procession veered around andresumed its march toward the Acoma contemplation glade.No impression of the walk registered upon Mara beyondthe stony cold of the urn in her hands, warmed at the baseby the still warm ashes inside. She set one foot before theother, barely aware of her arrival at the scrolled gatepoststhat marked the glade entrance.

 

The servants and Hokanu paused in deference to her;for the only one not of Acoma blood who was permittedto step through the arch and make his way along the stonepath that led within was the gardener whose life had beendedicated to tend the glade. Here even her husband, whowas still a Shinzawai, could not enter, upon pain of death.To allow any stranger admittance was to offer insult to theshades of Acoma ancestors, and to bring lasting disharmonyto the peace that abided in the natami.

 

Mara stepped away from Hokanu's embrace. She did

not hear the murmur of the nobles who watched, pityingor predatory, until she had moved beyond sight behind the
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hedges. Once before, upon her family's old estate, she hadundertaken the terrible task of consecrating the shades ofdose family to the natami.

 

The size of this garden disoriented her. She paused, theurn clutched to her breast in stunned incomprehension. Thiswas not the familiar glade of her childhood, where she hadgone as a tiny girl to address the shade of her mother; thiswas not the known path where she had narrowly escapeddeath at the hands of a tong assassin while mourning herfather and brother. This place was alien, vast, a wide park,in which several streams meandered. For a second a shadowcrossed her heart as she wondered whether this garden thathad been home to Minwanabi shades for so many centuriesmight reject the aspect of her son.

 

Again in her memory she saw the horse fall, a blacknesslike evil stamping out innocent life. Feeling lost, she gulpeda breath. She chose a path at random, only vaguely recallingthat all of them led to the same site where the ancientrock, the natami of her family, rested at the edge of alarge pool.

 

'I did not bury your natami deep below the Acoma's,'she said aloud to the listening air; a smaller voice inside herwarned that she talked out of madness. Life was mad, shedecided, or she would not be here making empty motionsover the remains of her young heir. Her extraordinarydisplay of graciousness in insisting that the Minwanabinatami be taken to a distant place and cared for, so thatthe shades of the Minwanabi might know peace, at thismoment seemed empty folly.

 

She did not have the strength in her to laugh.

Mara curled her lip at the sour taste in her mouth. Herhair smelled of sweet oil and greasy smoke. The stenchturned her stomach as she knelt on the sun-warmed ground.Next to the natami a hole had been dug, the damp soil piledto one side. Mara placed the fire-warped sword that had
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been her son's most prized possession in the cavity, thentipped the urn to let his ashes pour over it. With barehands she sifted the earth back into the hole and pattedit down.

 

A white robe had been left for her beside the pool. Onits silk folds lay a vial, and nearby, the traditional brazierand dagger. Mara lifted the vial and removed the stopper.She poured fragrant oils upon the pool. In the shimmersof fractured light that played upon its surface, she saw nobeauty, but only the face of her son, his mouth wide withsuffering as he struggled to draw his last breath. The ritualsgave no release but seemed a wasting wind of meaninglesssound. 'Rest, my son. Come to your home soil and sleepwith our ancestors.'

 

'Ayaki,' she whispered. 'My child.'

 

She gripped the breast of her robe and pulled, tearing thecloth from her body, but unlike years before, when she hadperformed the ritual for her father and brother, no tearsfollowed the violence. Her eyes remained painfully dry.

She plunged her hand into the almost extinguishedbrazier. The sting of the few hot cinders remaining wasnot enough to focus her thoughts. Grief remained a dullache inside her as she smeared the ashes across her breastsand down her exposed stomach, to symbolise that her heartwas ashes. In truth, her flesh felt as lifeless as the spent woodof the pyre. She slowly lifted the heirloom metal dagger, keptsharp for this ceremony over the ages. For the third time inher life, she drew the blade from its sheath and cut herselfacross the left arm, the hot pain barely felt in the fog ofher despair.

 

She held the small wound over the pool, letting dropsof blood fall to mix with the water, as tradition required.For more than a minute she sat motionless, until nature'shealing staunched the flow. A scab had half dried beforeshe absently tugged at her robe, but she lacked the fierceness
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of will to fully sunder the garment. In the end, she simplydragged it over her head. It fell to earth, one sleeve soakingup oil and water from the pool.

 

By rote, Mara unfastened her hairpins, loosening her darklocks over her shoulders. Anger and rage, grief and sorrowshould have driven her to pull upon her tresses, yankinghandfuls lose. Her emotions only smoldered sullenly, likea spark smothered by lack of air. Boys should not die; togrieve for them in a fullness of passion was to abet theacceptance of their passing. Mara twisted at a few tangles,outwardly listless.

 

Then she settled back upon her heels and regarded theglade. Such immaculate beauty, and only she among theliving could appreciate it. Ayaki would never performthe death rite far his mother. Hot tears erupted unbiddenand she felt something of the hardness wedged within breakloose. Mara sobbed, abandoning herself to an outpouringof grief.

 

But unlike before, when such release brought clarity, thistime she found herself driven deeper into chaotic thought.When she dosed her eyes, her mind whirled with images:first Ayaki running, then Kevin, the barbarian slave whohad taught her of love, and who had time and again riskedhis life for her alien honor. She saw Buntokapi, sprawled onthe red length of his sword, his great ham fists quiveringclosed as the life left his body. Again she acknowledged thather first husband's death would forever be marked againsther. She saw faces: her father and brother, then Nacoya, hernurse and foster mother.

 

All of them offered her pain. Kevin's return to his ownworld was as painful a loss as death, and not one otherhad died as nature intended; all had been casualties oftwisted politics, and of the cruel machinations of theGreat Game.

 

The horrid certainty would not leave her, that Ayaki
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would not be the last boy to die for the empty ambitionsof the nation's Ruling Lords.

 

That reality struck her like torture: that Ayaki would notbe the last. Howling in hysteria born of agony, Mara threwherself headlong into the pool.

 

The wetness swallowed her tears. Her sobs were wrenchedshort by a gasp as cold water sucked into her nostrils, andlife recalled her to its own. She crawled back on dry earth,choking. Water streamed from her mouth and hair. Shedragged in a hacking breath, then reached mechanicallyfor the robe, its whiteness marred by dirt and sweet oil.

As if she were a spirit wearing the body of a stranger, shesaw herself drag the fabric over her wet flesh. The hair sheleft bunched under the collar. Then the body that felt likea living prison gathered itself up and trudged back towardthe entrance to the glade, where thousands waited witheyes hostile or friendly.

 

Their presence took her aback. In this Lord's fatuoussmile and that Lord's leering interest, she saw the truthconfirmed: that Ayaki's death would happen again andagain, and other mothers after her would howl uselessoutrage at the injustices of the Great Game. Mara glanceddown to shut away the acknowledgment of futility. One ofher sandals was missing. Mud and dust caked her baredfoot, and she hesitated, debating whether to look for the lostfootwear, or to fling the remaining sandal into the hedge.

What did it matter, a far-off voice reasoned inside her.Mara watched her misshod feet with grey detachment asthe person that was herself left the glade. Passing betweenthe shielding hedges, she did not look up as her husbandhurried forward to take up his station at her elbow. Hiswords did not soothe. She did not want to return from her

inward retreat to work at sorting their meaning.

Hokanu shook her gently, forcing her to look up.

A man in red armor stood before her; thin, elegant,
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poised, he carried his chin at an arrogant angle. Marastared at him, distracted. His eyes narrowed. He saltsomething. The hand that held some object in it gestured,and something of the biting scorn that underlay his mannercame through.

 

Mara's gaze sharpened. Her eyes focused on the deviceupon the young man's helm, and a deep quiver shook her.

'Anasati!' she said, a bite like a whip's crack to hervoice:

 

Lord Jiro gave back a chilly smile. 'The Lady deigns toacknowledge me, I see.'

 

Wakened to a slow, spiraling rage, Mara stiffened.

She said nothing. Hokanu's fingers wrenched unobtrusivelyat her wrist, a warning she did not acknowledge.

Her ears rang to a sound like a thousand enraged sarcatsspitting in defiance, or torrents of storm-swollen riverscrashing down jagged rock.

 

Jiro of the Anasati raised the object he held, a small puzzlecleverly cut to a pattern of interlacing wooden hoops. Heinclined his head in a formal bow, saying, 'My nephew'sshade deserves remembrance from the Anasati.'

 

'Remembrance!' Mara said, in a high, tortured whisper.Inside her mind, her spirit howled: Anasati remembrancehad sent her firstborn to a bed of ashes.

 

She did not remember moving; she did not feel the wrenchof tendons as she yanked free of Hokanu's restraint. Herscream of rage cut across the gathering like the sound ofa drawn metal sword, and her hands rose like claws.

Jiro leaped back, dropping the puzzle in horrified astonishment.And then Mara was on him, clawing to reach histhroat through the fastenings of his armor.

 

Those Lords standing nearest exclaimed in shock as thissmall woman, unarmed, dirty, and wet, threw herself at herformer brother-in-law in a fit of pure fury.

 

Hokanu sprang with all his warrior's quickness, fast
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enough to catch Mara back before she drew blood. Hesmothered her struggling body in his embrace.

 

But the damage by then was irrevocable.

 

Jiro glared around at the circle of stunned onlookers.You all bear witness!' he cried in an indignation that held anundertone of wild joy. Now he had the justification he hadlong wished for, to see the Lady Mara ground under his heelin utter defeat. 'The Acoma have offered the Anasati insult!Let all present be informed that alliance is dead betweenour two houses. I claim my right to expunge this shame tomy honor, and blood will be called for in payment.'
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Hokanu acted.

 

Wile Mara beat her fists in mindless fury against hisbreastplate, the warriors of her honor guard closed in atight ring to shield their Lady's hysteria from public view.Hokanu called urgently for Saric and Incomo.

 

One glance at their distraught mistress was sufficientto convince the two advisers: grief and nerves had overwhelmedher. She was past recognition of individual faces,and obviously beyond any capacity to issue a publicapology to Lord Jiro. It had been the sight of him thathad set off this breakdown. Even should reason returnto her before the guests departed, it would not be wise ito encourage a meeting between injured parties so shemight ask forgiveness. Worse damage might result. Thetwo advisers, one old and practiced, the other young andtalented, could see that already the scope of the trouble herlapse had created was widening. It was too late, now, tomend the past.

 

Hokanu realised that he should have heeded Isashani'swarning more closely, but he must not allow regret for hismiscalculation to hamper the need for fast decisions. 'Saric,'he rapped out, 'issue a statement. Tell no falsehoods, butselect your words to insinuate that our Lady has fallen ill.We need immediate tactics to soften Jiro's accusations ofinsult, which will certainly come within hours, and to finda sane reason to dismiss the state guests.'

 

The dark-haired First Adviser bowed and ducked away, ialready composing his words of formal announcement.

Unasked; Force Commander Lujan stepped to the fore.

:

.t

 

71

 

Despite the Ruling Lords who crowded against his warriors,to gape at the prostrate Mara, he did not turn his facefrom her shame, but stripped off bracers, sword, and beltknife, then bent to lend his aid to subdue Mara's struggleswithout causing her bruises. With a glance of profoundrelief, Hokanu continued with instructions to Incomo.'Hurry back to the estate house. Assemble Mara's maids,and find her a healer who can mix a soporific. Then seeto the guests. We need help from what allies we have leftto avert an outbreak of armed hostilities.'

 

'Lord Hoppara and the Xacatecas forces stand withyou,' announced a husky female voice. The tight ranksof honor guard swirled aside to admit the elegant, yellow-and-purple-robed form of Lady Isashani, who had used thealmost mystical effect of her beauty and poise to gain passagebetween the warriors. 'And I can help with Mara.'

Hokanu assessed the sincerity of the concern in herexotic dark eyes, then nodded. 'Gods pity us for my lackof understanding,' he murmured by way of apology. 'Yourhouse has all our gratitude.' Then he turned the charge ofhis Lady over to the feminine wisdom of the Xacatecasdowager.

 

'She has not gone mad,' Lady Isashani answered, herfine hand closing over Mara's in comfort. 'Sleep andquiet will restore her, and time will heal her grief. Youmust be patient.' Then, back to the hardcore immediacyof politics, she added, 'I have set my two advisers to waylaythe Omechan and the Inrodaka. My honor guard, underHoppara, will find ways to interpose themselves wherethey will most hamper other troublemongers.'

 

Two fewer enemies to concern them; Hokanu tossedback a harried nod. Mara had staunch friends againstthe vicious factions who sought to pull her down. Shewas beloved by many in these nations. It tore his heart

not to be able to stay at her side when she was in such
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a terrible state. He forced his gaze away from the smallcortege that formed to convey his distraught Lady to thecomfort of the grate house. To let his heart rule him atthis time was fool's play. He must harden himself, as if hestood on the brink of deadly combat. There were enemies inplenty who had attended Ayaki's last rites precisely to grabadvantage from an opportunity like this. Mara's insult toJiro was by now past forgiveness. Bloodshed would result thatwas a foregone conclusion - but only a fool wouldinitiate an assault in the heart of Mara's estate, with herarmy gathered to pay honor to Ayaki. Once beyond theborders of the Acoma lands, Mara's enemies would starttheir mischief.

 

Hokanu moved now in an attempt to stave off immediatewar. The Acoma stood to be ruined if he misstepped; notonly that, but the warriors and resources of the Shinzawaimight be sucked into gainless strife also. All that had beenwon in the past three years to secure centralised rule forthe Emperor might be thrown away at a stroke.

 

Council must be called, to see what could be done tostave off more widespread disaster. Those Lords who heldallegiance to neither Mara nor Jiro would have to be wooed,cajoled, or threatened, so that those openly opposed to herwould think twice before challenging the Good Servant.

Lujan, Hokanu called over the rising tumult to theAcoma Force Commander, 'arm the garrison, and callup the most level-headed of your officers. No matterwhat the provocation, at all costs set your patrols tokeep the peace.'

 

The high green plumes of the officer's helm bobbedacknowledgment over the chaos. Hokanu spared a momentfor thanks to the gods that Mara had chosen her staff forintelligence and sense. Cool heads were their only hope ofextricating House Acoma from devastation.

 

Saddened by this turn of affairs, Hokanu directed thehonor guard to march back to the estate house. Had Marabeen less herself, and more the pliant wife that so manyEmpire women became as a result of their traditionalupbringing, she would never have been strong enough tohave attended a full state funeral for a son cut down byassassins. As Ruling Lady, and Servant of the Empire, shewas too much in the public eye, denied even the humanfrailties that any lesser mother might be forgiven.

Caught up in the heated core of intrigues, Lady Marawas forced into a role that made her a target.

A frantic hour later, Mara lay on her sleeping mat, stupefiedby potions administered by the priest of Hantukama, whohad appeared as if by magic to offer his skills. Isashani hadthe household well in hand, and the short hadonra, Jican,was as busy as three men, quelling wild rumors among theservants.

 

Hokanu found himself alone to deal with the decisionsthat must be made in behalf of House Acoma. He listened to

the reports of the Acoma retainers. He took notes for Marato review, when she was restored and capable. He markedwhich guests stood by her, and which were outspokenagainst her. Most had the dignity to stay silent, or elsethey were too shocked to frame any hostile response. Allhad expected to spend the day in quiet contemplation, thento be hosted by the Servant of the Empire at a formal eveningmeal. Instead, they were already returning home, appalledby an unforgivable act authored by a woman who held thehighest office in the land, short of the Emperor's throne.More than one delegate of great houses had stopped by,ostensibly to pay their respects, but except for the Lord ofthe Keda, Hokanu had murmured empty thanks to meneager to catch any hint that House Acoma stood weakened.Lord Hoppara and the Lords of Clan Hadama were doing afine job of moving through the crowds of departing guests,
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toning down the damage of Mara's act against the Anasatiby whatever expedient they could find. Many who were alltoo ready to be outraged by the breach of protocol becamemore inclined to overlook a grieving mother's outburst afterone of the Hadama Lords or Lord Hoppara had finishedspeaking to them.

 

Another noble frustrated in his attempts to reach theinner apartments had been the Lord of the Anasati. Jiro hadstiffly insisted that the insult to his person was irreparable.A pack of supporters had clustered at his heels as hewas turned away from Mara's door. They had found acommon rallying point, and even those who had countedMara a friend would be hard pressed to ignore a personalattack; for an enemy, it was impossible. In Tsurani culture,forgiveness was simply a less shameful form of weaknessthan capitulation. All in the course of seconds, the Lady hadchanged political opponents into allies of deadly enemies.

Jiro had not sued for public apology; indeed, he hadsurrounded himself with Lords whose disgruntlement withIchindar's reformed powers of rule was most vociferous.Saric and Incomo shared the conclusion that the AnasatiLord was deliberately discouraging conciliatory overtures,choosing to place blame for the scandal squarely upon theAcoma. Jiro's loud complaints reached any who hoveredwithin earshot: that he had come to his nephew's funeralunder what was understood as a traditional truce by all whoattended, and had endured physical attack, humiliation atthe hands of his host, and public accusation. As much as anyruler understood or sympathised with the source of Mara'sirrational act, none could deny that deadly insult had beengiven, with no atonement offered. Any attempt to deflectthe accusation by pointing out Mara's present inability tooffer a rational apology was ignored by the Anasati.

The hall of the Acoma had grown stifling, its screensdrawn closed against the prying eyes of the curious, its
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doors guarded by the scarred veterans of past wars. Thesemen did not wear the brightly lacquered ceremonial armorbut fidd trappings well tested by previous engagements.Sitting upon a lower, less formal dais that was deserted inMara's absence, Hokanu quietly requested opinions on theday's events.

 

That the closest, most loyal Acoma officers chose torespond to a consort who was not their sworn houseLord showed their immeasurable regard for Hokanu'sjudgment. If the honor of these men's vows was not histo command, they awarded him their absolute trust to actas needed in their mistress's behalf. Touched as he was bytheir devotion, he was also disturbed, for it signified howdeeply they understood Mara's peril. Hokanu prayed thathe was up to the task.

 

He listened in grave stillness as Force Leader Irrilandiand Keyoke, Adviser for War, reviewed the strength ofthe garrison, even as Force Commander Lujan readiedthe Acoma forces for battle. As if in emphasis, old Keyokethumped his crutch against the stump of his lost leg. 'Evenif Jiro knows he will be defeated, he has no choice: honorrequires he answer public insult with bloodshed. I doubthe will settle for a contest of champions. Worse, if Mara'scries of accusation were heard by any beyond chose close

by, her implication that Jiro hired the Hamoi Tong to killAyaki could be taken as an insult to the lonani that canonly end in a Call to Clan.'

 

Absolute stillness followed this statement, making thefootfalls of rushing servants echo through the hall. Severalof chose at the table turned to listen to the calls of houseofficers, gathering their masters' families into personallitters for a quick departure, and a few looked at oneanother and shared a common understanding: a Clan Warwould rip the Empire asunder.

 

Into the face of such grim musing, Saric ventured, 'But
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who could take such a concept seriously? No tong daresreveal their employers, and what evidence we found tolink the Anasati to the attack is hardly compelling, giventhe Hamoi Brotherhood's clandestine practices. I'm moreinclined to suspect it's an intentional false trail.'

Incomo nodded, wagging a crooked finger. 'The evidenceof Jiro's hand in Ayaki's death is too neat. No tong survivesto win itself wealthy clients by being this imprudent. Andthe Hamoi is the most powerful tong because its secrets havenever been compromised.' He scanned the faces aroundthe table. 'After - what? five attempts upon Mara - theysuddenly allow one of their own to be caught with proofof Anasati participation? Unlikely. Certainly questionable.Hardly convincing.'

 

Hokanu regarded the advisers with a flash in his eyes asdire as light on barbarian steel. 'We need Arakasi beck.' Thegifts of the Acoma Spy Master were many, and his abilityto read through the snarl of politics and individual greedof the Nations' myriad Ruling Lords at times approachedthe uncanny. 'We need him to pursue this evidence thatsupports Jiro's guilt, for the boy's true murderer lies behindit.' Hokanu sighed. 'Meantime, speculation is leading usnowhere. With Tasaio of the Minwanabi gone, who daresseek the death of the Servant of the Empire?'

 

Saric scratched- his chin in the gloom. Not withoutsympathy, he said, 'Master, you are blinded by love foryour wife. The common folk of the Nations may regardher as a talisman, but her exalted station invites jealousyfrom other hearts. Many would see the Good Servant onher way to Turakamu's halls, simply because of her breakswith tradition, and her climb to a rank unmatched by anyprevious Warlord. Also there are many who see their Housestatus lessened, and their ambitions curtailed, because sheis favored by Ichindar. They would seek Mara's dishonor. . . if they dared.'
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Hokanu looked impatient. 'Then who would dare?'

'Of us all, Arakasi might know.' Glancing at Incomo,Saric tactfully phrased the question that played upon hisrestless mind. 'Is there any reason to think that your formermaster might be reaching from the land of the dead to strikea blow in vengeance?'

 

As Keyoke's eyes hardened at this possibility, the formerFirst Adviser to the Lord of the Minwanabi, now SecondAdviser to the Lady of the Acoma, cleared his throat. Heunflinchingly met the distrust that focused on him. 'If so,I was no part of such a plot. But Tasaio was a secretiveman, and dangerous. Many times he was wont to makearrangements outside my knowledge. I was often dismissedwhen most Lords would have commanded my attendance.The Obajan of the Hamoi Tong was seen to pay a personalvisit to Tasaio. My impression at the time was that theevent involved unanswered questions over the murder ofAcoma spies then in Minwanabi service.' Incomo's longface showed unguarded distaste as he concluded, 'Threatswere exchanged, and a bargain struck. But no man aliveoverheard the words that passed between the Obajan andTasaio. I can only relate that never in life did I observe theLord of the Minwanabi so balked in his plans that he losthimself to a display of wild anger. Tasaio was many things,

but he was seldom without control.'

 

To this, Saric added speculative observation. 'If theformer First Adviser of the Minwanabi cannot know forcertain that Tasaio left orders for vengeance should hefall, I offer that we waste ourselves in guesswork. Moreto the point, Tasaio was not a man who ever for a momentconsidered defeat - as tactician he was unmatched. Giventhat he believed until the end that he was free to crush ourLady in open war, why should we assume that he took thecoward's path and paid death price for Mara when he gaveno credence to the chance she might survive him? We should
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more nearly be examining the ranks of Jiro's enemies. Marais one of the few Rulers in the Nations with strengthenough to engage him without stalemate; with Imperialsupport behind her, discord between Acoma and Anasatiis the more likely to lead to setbacks for Lord Jiro.'

'And yet the Anasati Lord seems eager enough to takewhat provocation fate and our misfortune have offered,'Hokanu broke in. 'He does not shrink from conflict. Thatdoes little to excuse him from culpability in the matter ofAyaki's murder. Until my wife is able, I will presume tomake this decision. Order the garrison to make ready tomarch. There must be war, and we dare not be caughtunprepared.'

 

Keyoke silently inclined his head. He would not accordthe situation the formality of spoken word, since this hecould only do before his Lady. Yet his acquiescence inthe matter showed unswerving support. Saric, who wasyounger and less bound to the old traditions, inclined hishead in a gesture very dose to the bow an adviser wouldoffer hissworn Lord. 'I shall make formal declaration ofwar upon the Anasati. When Jiro responds in kind, we shallmarch.'

 

Keyoke glanced at Irrilandi, who nodded to indicate hisown endorsement of what would soon occur. Most Tsuranibloodshed was committed surreptitiously, with ambush andraid, and without public acknowledgment of responsibility.But formal battle between houses was a time honored,ceremonial event. Two armies would meet upon a fieldat an agreed-upon time, and one would leave victorious.No quarter was asked or given, save in rare circumstances,and again by formal rules of conduct. History held recordof battles that had raged for days; it was not uncommonfor both houses to be destroyed in the process.

Then Hokanu sought one further step. 'I ask that wenotify Clan Hadama.'
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Saric raised his eyebrows, concerned deeply, but alsointrigued by the subtleties of the suggestion. 'You provokean Anasati Call to Clan?'

 

Hokanu sighed, 'I have an intuitive feeling-'

 

But Keyoke broke in with a rare interruption thatsupported Hokanu's hunch. 'Jiro is no warrior. He hasOmelo for Force Commander, and though a good enoughfield general in his own right, he does not excel at largescale engagements. A Call to Clan is the best hope Jirohas to keep his House and army intact. We do not provokewhat is likely a foregone conclusion.'

 

'More,' Incomo added. 'Lord Jiro is a scholar at heart.He sneers at the coarseness of armed conflict. He wishesreason to declare against Mara, and has nurtured a hatred ofher that extends back into his youth. But he prefers hiddenattacks, and cleverness. He is a master of shah. Rememberthat. He will seek to ruin by subterfuge, not raw force. If wedo call a Clan War first, then the possibility exists that Clanlonani will not permit an Anasati interest to drag them todestruction. We are more than Jiro's match in open combat.If his Clan members are behind his obsessive desires enoughto escalate by accepting his slight of honor for their own,Clan Hadama will answer.' ~

 

Hokanu weighed this without much hope or enthusiasm.Whether Clan lonani moved against them or not Lord Jiro

had managed to set himself at the spearhead of otherfactions that had cause to undermine Mara's strength.That his was not the only mind to perceive past thispersonal spat to deeper, more lasting discord had beenevident by the number of Ruling Lords who turned outfor Ayaki's funeral. The High Council might be abolished,but its tradition of contention continued in secret, ferociousintensity, whenever excuse existed for the Empire's noblesto gather. That the Black Robes had sent a contingent offive to the rites showed that their trend of intervention into
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the arena of intrigue was far from ended since Ichindar'sascension to centralised power.

 

At last, Hokanu concluded, 'We may have strength antallies enough to crush the Anasati, but at what cost? In theend, it may not change things. We can only hope that a swift,bloody dash on the battlefield will contain the damage, andsplit up the traditionalists before they can ally and organiseinto a united political party.'

 

'Master Hokanu,' Saric interjected at the naked look ofsorrow that appeared on the Acoma consort's face, 'thecourse you have chosen is the best we have available.Rest assured that your Lady could do no better, were shecapable of hearing our counsel. Now go, attend to her,for she needs you at her side. I will instruct the scribes toprepare documents and arrange for messengers to conveythem to Lord Jiro's estates.'

 

Looking haunted despite the relief at this unstintingstatement of support, Hokanu left the hall. His stridewas a warrior's, purposeful and quick; his hands were aworried husband's, balled into helpless fists.

Saric remained, as the other Acoma officers broke thecircle and departed from the hall. Left alone in the breezelessshadows, he slapped his fist into a hand grown uncallousedsince his promotion from a warrior's ranks. He ached forthose friends he had left in the barracks, and for the womanhe had been called to serve, who had wholly won his support.If the Acoma acted quickly enough to end this dispute,the gods would be granting a miracle. Too many disgruntledLords remained with too few responsibilities since thedisbanding of the High Council. Peace left them too muchspace for mischief. The old political parties had broken up,their reason for existence canceled by Ichindar's new rule.

The Empire was quiet, but far from settled; the climateof unrest that had three years been held in abeyance wasripe for renewed civil war.
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Saric loved his Ruling Lady and appreciated her brilliancein changing the only society he had ever known, but heregretted the disbanding of the Warlord's office and thepower of the High Council, for at least then events couldbe interpreted according to centuries of precedents set bythe forms of the Great Game. Now, while the old wayswere still followed by the houses of the Empire, the ruleswere forced into change.

 

Speculation was becoming too uncertain, Saric decidedwith a grimace of disgust. He left the deserted hall, headingfor those quarters he had chosen when Mara had come tooccupy the former Minwanabi estate. En route to his suite ofrooms, he sent Mara's runner to fetch a scribe to attend him.When the man arrived with his satchel of ink and pens, theAcoma First Adviser's instructions were clipped and short:'Prepare notice for our factors and agents. If Arakasi makeshis presence known anywhere in the Nations, inform himhe is to return home at once.' The scribe sat upon the floorwithout comment, but he looked troubled as he placed awooden lapboard upon his knee. Quickly putting pen toparchment, he started to compose the first document.

'Add this, and use the number seven cipher,' Saricconcluded, pacing the floor in an agitation that had noother outlet. 'Our Lady is in deadly danger.'

 

The chime sounded, and a puff of disturbed air winnowedthe silken hangings that walled the great gathering hallin the City of the Magicians. Shadows cast by the flickeringflames of the oil lamps wavered as a magician

appeared upon the pattern in the center of the floor.He stepped off briskly. Hard on his heels, two colleaguesappeared in rapid succession. These were followed byothers, until a crowd of black-robed figures congregated on the benches surrounding the walls. The huge,leather-hinged doors creaked wide to admit others that
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chose not to convey their bodies to the meeting by arcanemeans.

 

The Hall of the Assembly fillet swiftly and quietly.

The delegates converged from all walks of the City of theMagicians, a complex of buildings and covered terraces,towers, and galleries that made a maze-like warren of anentire island. Located in the midst of a great lake in thefoothills of the High Wall, the northern mountains of theEmpire, the City of the Magicians was unapproachable byany means but magic. Black Robes in distant provincesteleported to the site, responding to the call to Assembly sentout that morning. Gathered together in sufficient numberto form a quorum, the magicians constituted the mostpowerful body in Tsuranuanni, for they existed outsidethe law. No one, not even the Emperor, dared gainsaytheir command, which had carried absolute privilege forthousands of years of history.

 

Within minutes the benches were packed to capacity.Hodiku, a thin, hook-nosed man of middle years whoby preference spent most of his time in study within theHoly City, walked to the First Speaker's position, at thecenter of the patterned tile floor. His voice extended acrossthe cavernous hall seemingly without effort. 'We are calledtogether today so that I may speak for the Good of theEmpire.' The routine greeting was met with silence, for allmatters requiring convocation of the Assembly of GreatOnes related to the state of the Empire. 'Today, the RedSeal upon the inner sanctum of the Temple of Jastur wasbroken!'

 

The announcement caused a shocked stir, for only whenformal warfare was announced between houses or clans,were the arched doors to the central chamber of theTemple of the War God thrown open to allow publicentry. Hodiku raised his arms to encourage a return toorder. 'Mare of the Acoma, as Lady of her House and
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Warchief of Clan Hadama does pronounce war upon LordJiro of the Anasati!'

 

Astonished exclamations swept the chamber. While acadre of the younger magicians stayed abreast of currentevents, they were not among the majority. These newlysworn had joined the Assembly during the upheavals causedby the force known as the Enemy that had endangeredboth their own world of Kelewan and that of Midkemia,beyond the rift. The massive threat to two civilizations hadnecessitated a move by the Magicians to aid the EmperorIchindar to seize absolute rule of the Nations, that internalbickering not weaken the land in time of larger crisis. Thenewest of the mages might be enamored of using theirpowers to influence the sway of events. But to the eldersof the Assembly, who were set in their individual waysand courses of scholarly study, intervention in Tsuranipolitics was looked on as bad form; a bothersome choreonly performed at dire need.

 

To a still-smaller faction, headed up by Hochopepaand Shimone, once close acquaintances of the barbarianmagician Milamber, the recent departures from traditionalrule were of interest for deeper reasons. Exposure toMidkemian thought had prompted them to view the affairsof Tsuranuanni in a changed light, and since the Lady Marawas currently the linchpin of Ichindar's support, these wartidings were of particular concern.

 

An old practitioner of Tsurani politics of all stripe,Hochopepa raised a chubby hand to his face and closed hisdark eyes in forbearance. 'As you predicted,' he murmuredto the reed-thin, ascetic Shimone. 'Trouble, when theNations can least afford the price.'

 

Taciturn as ever, Shimone made no reply, but watchedwith hawk-keen scrutiny as several of the more impulsivemagicians surged to their feet, indicating their desire tospeak. Hodiku singled out a young Black Robe namedSevean and pointed. The one selected stepped forwardonto the central floor while the others sat.

 

Barely a year past his initiation to mastery of magic,Sevean was fast on his feet, quick-spoken, ant inclinedto be impulsive. He would leap to outspoken conclusionswhere other, more seasoned colleagues would wait tohear the thoughts of less experienced members beforerevealing their opinions. He raises a voice too lout byhalf for the sensitive acoustics of the hall. 'tt is widelybelieved that Jiro had his hand in the teeth of the GootServant's son.'

 

Which was no news at all; Shimone turned his mouthtown in a faint curl of disgust, while Hochopepa mutteredjust lout enough for half the room to hear, 'What, has hebeen listening in on Isashani's sitting room again, taking inthe social gossip?'

 

Shimone gave no answer to this; like many of the eldermagicians, he considered using powers to look in on theaffairs of individual nobles as the lowest level of crassbehavior. Sevean was embarrassed by Hochopepa's remarkant by the harsh looks from several of the elder members.Left at a loss for words, he curtailed his speech, repeating,'It is widely believed.'

 

More magicians vied for the First Speaker's attention.Hodiku made a choice among them, ant as a slow-spoken,ponderously built initiate boned out his irrelevant viewpoint,more experienced magicians spoke quietly amongthemselves, ignoring all but the gist of his speech.

A mage two seats to the rear of Hochopepa ant Shimone,whose name was Teloro, inclined his heat toward theothers. 'What is the real issue, Hocho?'

 

The plump magician sighed ant left off twiddling histhumbs. 'The fate of the Empire, Teloro. The fate of theEmpire.'

 

Teloro bridled at this vagueness. Then he revises his first
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impression: the stout magician's bearing might betray noconcern, but his tone rang with deep conviction.

Both Shimone and his stout companion seemed fixed on adiscussion the other site of the hall, where several magiciansheld private counsel. As the current speaker sat, ant around-shouldered man from this whispering cadre stoodup, Teloro heart Hochopepa mutter, 'Now we'll begin tosee how this round of the game is to be played.'

Hodiku motioned to the man, who was slender withbrown hair trimmed above his ears in the Tsurani fashioncalled a warrior's cut. The style was an odd affectation fora Black Robe, but by any measures Motetha was a strangemagician. He had been friends with the two brothers whohad actively supported the old Warlord, but when Elgoranhad died and Elgohar had left to serve upon the Midkemianworld, Motecha had conspired to maintain an appearanceof distance between himself and the two brothers.

The attention of Shimone and Hochopepa intensifiedas Motecha opened. 'Is there no end to Lady Mara'sambition? She has called a Clan War, over a personalinsult she delivered, as Lady of the Acoma.'

 

Hochopepa nodded as if in confirmation of a hunch.~So, Motecha has made alliances with the Anasati. Odd.He's not an original thinker. I wonder who put him upto this?'

 

Shimone held up his hand. 'Don't distract with thatter.

I want to hear this.'

 

Motecha waved a ringed hand, as if inviting rebuttalfrom his colleagues. But he was not as magnanimous in hisequivocation as his gesture suggested, since he rushed on tocut off any interruption. 'Obviously not. The Good Servantwas not satisfied with flouting tradition by co-opting herformer enemy's forces-'

 

'Which we conceded was a brilliant move,' interjectedHochopepa, again just loud enough to make the speaker
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stumble. Teloro and Shimone repressed amusement. Thestout magician was a master at embarrassing colleagues thathe deemed in need of having their pomposity punctured.As Motecha seemed ready to depart from his preparedremarks, Hochopepa added, 'But please, I didn't mean tointerrupt; pray continue.'

 

Motecha was nonetheless thrown off strife. He brushedlamdy past his hesitation saying, 'She will crush theAnasati -'

 

Representing the more seasoned members of the Assembly,Fumita stood. At Hodiku's nod of acknowledgment hesaid, 'Forgive the interruption, Motecha, but an Anasatidefeat is neither assured or even likely. Given the welldocumentedassessment of the forces available to both sides,it is a given Jiro must counteract with a Call to Clan. Alone,Anasati's war hosts are no match for Lady Mara's, andshe has spoken boldly by raising Clan Hadama. This hasalready cost her politically. She will lose powerful allies - infact, two will be forced by blood ties to take the field againsther on Jiro's behalf - and while the Acoma are awesome inwealth and power, the two clans are closely matched.'

Hochopepa grinned openly. Motetha's thinly veiledattempt to stir the Assembly on behalf of the Anasatiwas now crushed. Rather than sit down, Fumita continued.'There is another issue here, that must be addressed.'

Motetha jerked his chin and conceded the floor indisgust. As he moved away, and no other Great Onestood to claim the floor, Hodiku merely waved at Fumita tocontinue. 'While matters of honor are deemed inviolate, wemust consider: will this dash of clans so weaken the internalstructure of the Empire that the stability is set at risk?'

A murmur stirred the Assembly, but no one thrust to thefore to debate the issue. Clan lonani and Clan Hadamawere large factions, yes, but neither commanded enoughfollowers to upset civil order irretrievably. Hochopepa
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knew his ally Fumita stalled for time; the underlyingconcern behind this tactic was wider than the settlementof one House's personal honor over insult. The worst wasalready halfway realised: that the conflict of the Anasatiand the Acoma would create a polarisation of factions whoopposed Ichindar. Disorganised dissenters already rallied

behind Jiro's cause, forming a traditionalist party that couldthrow serious opposition against the Empire's new order.Though they were not yet incensed enough to contributeto the bloodshed, were there still a High Council left withpower to act, there could be no doubt that if a vote were heldat this minute, Lord Jiro would hold enough support to takethe Warlordship. There were magicians who had regardedIchindar's rise to power as an impious expedient: that thebalance should be returned to the time before the Enemy,with the Light of Heaven's office restored to the old ways.Hochopepa led a small contingent that welcomed change;he paid scant heed to Fumita's stalling, but instead watchedto see where Motecha would gravitate. To his colleague heconfided, 'Ah, there's the hand behind Jiro's cause.'

With a slight nod of his head, he indicated the magicianMotecha now spoke with, an athletic-looking man just outof youth, unremarkable save for the red hair that showedaround the edges of his black cowl. He had thick brows,an expression that approached a scowl, and the carriage ofa man who tended to fidget with excess nerves.

'Tapek,' Shimone identified. 'He's the one who burnedup a building while practicing for his mastery. Came into histalents very early, but took a long time to learn restraint.'

Hochopepa's mild face furrowed in concern. 'He's nofriend of Jiro's. I wonder what his stake in this is?'

Shimone gave the barest lift of shoulders, as dose ashe ever came to the enigmatic Tsurani shrug. 'His kindgravitates toward trouble, as floating sticks will drawtoward a whirlpool.'
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On the floor, debate continued. Careful to keep his toneneutral lest someone point out his personal tie to Hokanuant Mara's House, Fumita offered up his conclusion. 'Ibelieve that if Clans lonani ant Hadama destroy each other,we shall be faced with both internal ant external perils.'He heft one finger aloft. 'Can any doubt that whoeversurvives, that house will be so weakened that others willinstantly fall upon it?' He raised a second finger, adding,'Ant can any gainsay that enemies outside our border willtake advantage of our internal dissension to strike?'

'My turn to contribute to the general excess of hot air,'Hochopepa muttered, and promptly stood. At the cue,Fumita sat with such abruptness that nobody else couldrise to his feet in time to prevent Hodiku's indication thatthe stout maFaan had the floor.

 

Hochopepa coughed to dear his throat. 'My learnedbrother makes a strong brief,' he salt, warming up to avirtuoso speech of confusing pomposity. 'But we must notblind ourselves with rhetoric.'

 

Shimone's lips twitched at this half-lie. His fat companionpaces heavily to and fro, meeting the eyes of all d emagicians m the front rows to draw them to attention.'I would like to point out that such dashes before have notspelled the end of civilisation as we know it!' He noddedfor emphasis. 'And we have no intelligence to indicate thatthose upon our borders are poised to strike. The Thurilare too busy with trade along our eastern frontier to seekstruggle so long as we give them no cause. They can bea hard lot, but profit is bound to seem more attractiveto them than bloodletting; at least that seems to be thecase since the Alliance for War resisted in their attemptto conquer them.' A murmur of disapproval disturbedthe shadowy hall, for the attempt to annex the ThurilHighlands as a new province had ended in disgrace forthe Empire, and it was considered bad form to recall the
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defeat. Hochopepa's scruples did not restrain him fromusing this point to unbalance his opposition. He simplyraised his sonorous voice enough to be heard above thenoise. 'The desert men of Tsubar have sworn binding treatywith the Xacatecas ant Acoma on behalf of the Empire, andwe have had no resumption of conflict in Dustari.'

That this was in part to Lady Mara's credit was not loston the Assembly. A smile spread across Hochopepa's roundface as the tumult diet back to respectful stillness. 'By anymeasure, the Empire is peaceful to the point of boredom.'In a dramatic shift, his smile fled before a scowl, and heshook a finger at the "gathering. 'Need I remind my brothersthat the Servant of the Empire is counted a member of theImperial House by adoption? An odd convention, I know,but a tradition.' He waved to single out Motecha, whohad sought to discredit Mara. 'Should we be so rash asto do anything on behalf of the Anasati, the Emperorcould conceivably consider this an attack upon his family.And, more to the point, Elgohar and I witnessed the lastWarlord's execution. At his hanging ...' He paused foreffect, and tappet his temple. 'Let me see if I can recallour Light of Heaven's exact words upon that occasion ofa magician acting in conspiracy with council politics. Oh,yes, he said: "If another Black Robe is ever discoveredinvolved in a plot against my house, the status of GreatOnes outside the law will end. Even should I be forced topit all the armies of the Empire against your magic might,even to the utter ruination of the Empire, I will not allowany to challenge the supremacy of the Emperor again. Isthat understood?"'

 

Sweeping a dire glare over the assembly, Hochopepa said,'I assure you all, Ichindar was sincere. He is not the sortto threaten violence lightly. Our previous Emperors mayhave been content to sit by, dividing their time betweenholy devotions in the temples, and begetting heirs upon
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their assorted wives and mistresses' - he let his voice riseagain - 'but Ichindar is not one! He is a ruler, not somedivine puppet wearing the costume of religious office!'

Lowering his voice, forcing every magician present tostrain with undivided attention to hear him, Hochopepasummed up. 'We who attended the Good Servant's son'sfuneral know full well that Mara's lapse was born ofoverwhelming grief. Now she must bear up to the consequencesof her shame. From the moment she assaulted

Jiro with her bare hands, this conflict was inevitable. Asour charge is to preserve the Empire, I strongly doubt wecan justify pursuing any activity that might find us all' shakingthe hall with a thunderous bellow- 'opposing thearmies of the Empire in the-field over a matter of personalinsult!' Quietly, reasonably, he resumed, 'We should win, ofcourse, but there would be very little Empire left to preserveafter that.' He ended with a dismissive wave of his hand.'That was all I had to say.' And he sat.

 

Silence lasted only a moment before Tapek shot to hisfeet. Hodiku granted him a nod, and his robes swirled tohis agitated stride as he stalked onto the floor

His face was pale as he surveyed the "gathering silentlygripped by reflection. 'We have heard enough of Lady Mara.The wronged party, I must point out, is Lord Jiro. He didnot initiate hostilities.' Tapek raised his arms. 'I bid you allto consider direct evidence instead of words for a change!'He made a sweeping gesture that carved out a frame uponthe air. An incantation left his lips, and in the space beforehim light gathered. A rainbow play of colors resolved intoa sharply defined image of a room lined with books andscrolls. There, dad in a robe elegant in its simplicity, pacedLord Jiro in a rare state of agitation. Seated on a cushionin one corner, barely out of the path of his master's temper,was Chumaka, his leathery face carefully expressionless.

'How dare the Lady Mara threaten me!' Jiro ranted in

injured fury. 'We had nothing to do with the death of herson! The implication that we are a house so honorlessas to strike down a boy who shares Anasati blood ispreposterous! The evidence planted on that tong assassinis a transparent effort to discredit us, and because of it, weare heed with Clan War!'

 

Chumaka steepled his fingers, adorned with rings ofcarved corcara that he had yet to remove since the funeral.'Clan lonani will recognise these wrongs,' he said in aneffort to restore his master to calm. 'We will not marchunsupported to the field of war.'

 

'war!' Jiro whirled, his eyes narrowed with disgust. 'TheLady is nothing, if not a coward to initiate this call toarms! She thinks to best us without dirtying her hands,using sheer numbers to annihilate us. Well, we must fallback on our wits and teach her a lesson. Clan lonani maysupport us; all to the good. But I will never forgive thatsuch a pass has become necessary. If our house emergesfrom this heavy-handed attack, be sure that the Acomawill have created an enemy to be feared!'

 

Chumaka licked his teeth. 'The political arena is stirredto new patterns. There are advantages to be gained,certainly.' .~

 

Jiro flung around to face his First Adviser. 'First, damnthe bitch, we have to escape with our hides from what willamount to wholesale slaughter.'

 

The scene cut off as Tapek clapped his hands anddispersed the spell that had drawn it. He flung back hisflame-colored bangs, half sneering at the oldsters in thegathering who had stiffened in affront at his intrusion intothe privacy of a noble citizen.

 

'You go against tradition!' cried a palsied voice from a

rear bench. 'What are we, meddling old women, to stoopto using arcane arts to spy? Do we peek into ladies'dressing chambers!' His opinion was shared by several
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of the greyer-headed members who shot to their feet andstalked out in protest.

 

Tapek yelled back. 'That's a contradiction of ethics! Whathas Lady Mara made of tradition? She has dared to meddle,I say! Do we wait and pay the price of the instability shemay create in the future? What morals will stop her? Has shenot demonstrated her lack of self-control in this despicableattack against Lord Jiro?'

 

At this inflammatory remark, even Shimone looked disturbed. 'She lost a child to a horrible death!' he interrupted.'She is a woman and a human being. She is bound tohave faults.'

 

Tapek stabbed both hands over his head. 'An apt point,brother, but my concern is not for the Lady's shortcomings.She has risen to a dizzying height by anyone's measure.Her influence has grown too great, and her powers toobroad. As Warchief of the Hadama and Lady of thestrongest house in the Empire, she is preeminent amongthe Ruling Lords. And as Servant of the Empire, sheholds dangerous sway over the masses. I submit thepoint that she is only human! And that no Ruling Lordor Lady should be allowed to wield so much influencethroughout the Empire! I claim we should curb

her excesses now, before the trouble grows too large tocontain.'

 

Hodiku, as First Speaker, stroked his chin at the turnthe discussion had taken. In attempt to soothe the uneasinessthat stirred through the gathering, he appealed toHochopepa. 'I have a question for my reamed friend.Hocho, what do you suggest we do?'

 

Leaning back, making every effort to appear casuallyunconcerned by resting an elbow upon the riser behindhim, Hochopepa said, 'Do? Why, I thought that shouldbe obvious. We should do nothing. Let these contentiousfactions have their war. When their slights of honor are

.
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sated with bloodshed, it will be an easy enough matter topick up the pieces.'

 

Voices rang out as another dozen magicians rose, seekingrecognition. Shimone sighed audibly. 'You're not going toget your way on this one, Hocho.'

 

The stout magician set his chin in his palms, dimplingboth cheeks. 'Of course not,' he whispered. 'But I wasn'tabout to let that hotheaded boy run off unconstrained.'Outside the law, each Great One was free to act as he sawfit. Anyone could by his own judgment intervene againstMara should he deem his action in the best interest ofthe Empire. By taking the issue of noninterference to thefloor of the Assembly, Hodiku had made it a matter forquorum consensus. Once an accord was made formal, nomember would willingly defy the final decision. Since quickresolution was beyond hope, Hochopepa changed his goaltoward forcing due process to instill tempered judgment.The stout magician adjusted his robes around his girth inresignation. 'Now, let's get to the meat of the matter byletting these hotheads rant themselves hoarse. When theyrun out of steam, we'll show them the only reasonablechoice, and call a vote, letting them think the idea was theirsin the first place. It's safer to let Tapek and Motecha thinkthey are leading the Assembly to consensus than to leavethem free to initiate regrettable action on their own.'

Shimone turned a sour eye upon his portly companion.'Why is it that you always seek the solution to everything

through inexhaustible sessions of talk?'

 

'Have you a better idea?' Hochopepa shot back in sharpreproof.

 

'No,' Shimone snapped. Unwilling to bother himselfwith further speech, he turned his attention back to thefloor, where the first of many speakers vied to continuethe debate.
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The early sun heated the great command tent. The halfgloominside smelled of the heavy oils used to keep thehide waterproof and of grease used to supple the straps ofarmor and scabbards. The scent of lamp oil was absent,as the Lady had declined the need for light. Dressed inornamental armor and helm crowned with the plumesof the Hadama Clan Warchief, Mara sat on fine silkcushions. The flaps of the tent's entrance were lashedback, and the morning outside edged her stiff profile inlight. Behind her, his gauntleted hand upon her shoulder,Hokanu surveyed the army arrayed in ranks across thebroad vale below.

 

The mass of waiting warriors darkened the meadowacross the entire vista, from the vantage point on the hillbehind: spear" and helms in their neat rows too numerousfor counting. The only visible movement was caused by thewind through the officers' plumes, which were many colorsbesides Acoma green. Yet the stillness was deceptive. At anysecond, every man at arms of Clan Hadama stood ready forattack, to answer their Warchief's call to honor.

Mara seemed an ornament carved of jade in her formalarmor. Her face was the expressionless facade expected ofa Tsurani Warchief. Yet those advisers who attended herobserved in her bearing a brittleness born of rigidness, asif her stiff manner were all that contained the seethingemotions inside. They moved and spoke quietly in herpresence, as if the chance-made gesture, or the wronglyinflected word might jar her control and the irrational rageshe had unleashed upon Lord Jiro might hammer past herbarriers and manifest itself again.

 

In this setting, with the vast armies at her command

spread in offensive readiness, she was unpredictable asthe thunderhead whose lightnings have yet to be loosed. Aformal declaration of war meant putting aside cunning andstrategies, forgoing guile and reason, and simply charging
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across an open field at the foe names in ceremony in theTemple of Jastur.

 

Across from the Hadama war force were raised thebanners of Clan lonani; like Lady Mara, Lord Jiro satwith the Ionani Warchief upon the crest of the opposite hill,proud as befitted their lineage, ant of no mint to forgivea slight of honor from the Lady of the Acoma. Beyondthe tight-ranked warriors of the lonani, the comment tentflew the ancient scarlet ant yellow Anasati war banneron a standard set next to the black ant green tent ofLord Tonmargu, Warchief of the clan. The placement ofcolors symbolised an age-oft affirmation that the slightto the Anasati hat been accepted by all the houses, to beresolved by bloodshed that would count no cost in lives.

To die was Tsurani; to live in dishonor, cowardice deemedworse than death.

 

Mara's eyes registered the details, yet her hands did notshake. Her thoughts were walled off, isolated in a coltplace that even Hokanu court not penetrate. She who hatdeplored war ant killing now seemed eager to embrace rawviolence. Bloodshed might not bring her son back, but theheat ant horror of battle court maybe stop her thinking.She would know a surcease from pain ant grief until Jiroof the Anasati was ground to a pulp in the dust.

Her mouth hardened at the bent of her thoughts. Hokanusenses her tautness. He tit not try to dissuade her, knowingby instinct that no consolation existed that court move her.He stayed by her, quiet, tempering her decisions wherehe court.

 

One day, she might waken ant accept her tears for whatthey were. Until time might begin to heal her, he court onlygive unstinting support, knowing that until then, anythingless might drive her to more desperate measures.

With true Tsurani impassivity, Hokanu followed thedistant panoply as several figures left the Hadama lines
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and approached the ranks of the Ionani. Lujan led theparty, sunshine glancing off his armor, and lighting thetips of his officer's plumes to emerald brilliance. At hisshoulder walked his two Force Leaders, Irrilandi ant Kenji,and behind, according to rank, the Force Commanders ofthe other houses of Clan Hadama. A scribe came last, torecord the exchange as this delegation met its opposite inthe center of the chosen site of battle, following tradition.A discussion would set the conditions of the coming war,the limits of the field, the hour of commencement, and thepossibility, if any, that quarter could be offered or accepted.But Mara had ended hope of the last.

 

That the houses of Clan lonani had seen fit to becomeinvolved had moved her not a hairsbreadth. They couldstand or fall,,with Jiro, and she would not be alonein enduring the atrocities inherent in the Game of theCouncil.

 

When Keyoke, her Adviser for War, had broached thesubject of quarter, her eyes had flashed hot anger as shepronounced, 'No quarter.'

 

The lines were now drawn, the stakes set. None coulddispute the word of Mara, as Warchief. Hokanu glancedaround the command tent, as much to steady himself asto assess the mood of those present. Keyoke wore armorrather than the adviser's garb his position entitled him to;Saric, who had fought in the Acoma ranks before rising tohigh office, had also donned armor. With battle about torage, he felt naked wearing only thin silk on his back.

Old Incomo yet wore his robes. More at home with hispen than his eating knife, he stood with his hands locked athis sash, his leathery features drawn. Though as seasonedin his way as a field general, he was unschooled in the artsof violence. Mara's Call to Clan was no sane act, and sinceshe had heretofore been the soul of gentleness and reason,her venomous embracing of Tsurani ritualised vengeance
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left him inwardly terrified. But his years of experience asadviser to the Minwanabi enabled him to stand firm inobedience.

 

Every man and woman of the Acoma, and of all thehouses of Clan Hadama, waited upon the gods' willtoday.

 

Trumpets sounded and the high, curving war horns blew.Drummers beat a tattoo as the delegations of lonani andHadama parted company, turned about, and marched backto their ranks. The drumbeat quickened, and the fanfareassumed a faster tempo. Lujan took his place in the centerranks; Irrilandi and Kenji marched to the right and leftflanks; and the other officers assumed position at the headsof their house armies. Early sun glanced off the lacquerededges of shields and spears and lit the rippling movementof thousands of warriors drawing sword from sheath.

The banners snapped in a gust, and streamers unfurledfrom the crossposts, red for the Death God Turakamu,whose blessing was asked for the slaughter about to begin.A priest of the Red God's order stepped onto the narrowstrip of earth between the armies and chanted a prayer. Theswell of sound as voices of the warriors joined in seemed likethe tremor that preceded cataclysm. Beside the priest stoodanother, a black-shrouded sister of Sibi, She Who Is Death.The presence of a priestess who worshipped Turakamu'selder sister affirmed that many men were fated to die on thisday. The priest completed his invocation and cast a handfulof red feathers into the air. He bowed to the earth, thensaluted the priestess of the Death Goddess. As the religiousrepresentatives withdrew, the warriors raised their voicesto shouts. Cries and insults shattered the morning as menreviled their enemies across the field. Unforgivable wordswere exchanged, to seal their dedication to annihilatingcombat: to win or to die, as honor dictated; to stiffenthe will lest any soldier be tempted to turn craven. The
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Tsurani cote of honor was inflexible: a man would earnhis life through victory, or his disgrace would extent pastthe Wheel of this Life, to cause misery in the next.

Mara regarded the scene without passion. Her heart washart. This day, other mothers would know what it was toweep over the bodies of slain sons. She barely notices whenHokanu's fingers settles on the shoulder plates of her armor,as his own heart began to pound in anticipation.

The heir to the Shinzawai had the right to stand apart,for he had no blood ties to either Hadama or Ionani, butas husband to the Good Servant, he felt obliged to supervisethis slaughter. Now, with the excitement of the warriorsreaching a pitch to quicken the blood, a darker part ofhis nature looked forward to the call to charge. Ayaki hadbeen loved as his own, and the boy's loss quickened him toshare his Lady's rage. Logic might absolve House Anasatiof the tong's hiring, but the thirst of his arouses emotionremained unslaked. Whether or not Jiro was guilty, bloodmust atone for blood.

 

A runner sent by Lujan arrived at the command tent.He bowed to earth, silent until the Lady waved. 'Mistress,Warchief of Clan Hadama, Ionani Force Commanders havegiven agreement. Battle shall commence when the sun risesto a height of six diameters over the eastern horizon.'

Mara scanned the heavens, assessing. 'That means thesignal to charge will be sounded in less than a half-hour.'She snapped a nod of approval. Yet the delay was longerthan she desired: Ayaki had received no such reprieve.

Minutes passed slowly. The soldiers continued to cryinsults until their voices grew hoarse. The sun inched higher,and the air heated with the day. All in the command tentleashed in fraying nerves, until the touch of an alightingfly was enough to snap the gathering atmosphere ofpent force.

 

Hokanu's impatience mounted. He was ready to draw
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blade and see the edge drink blood. At last the sun reachedits designated position. No signal passed between the highofficers in the command tent. Keyoke sucked in a quickbreath in concert with Mara's lifted hand. Lujan, on thefield, raised his bared sword, and the trumpets pealed outtheir call to war.

 

Hokanu had drawn his own sword without thought. Thebattle might finish without his ever facing an enemy, forhis place was beside his Lady. No lonani warriors wouldbreach the honor guard who surrounded the command tentlest Clan Hadama be routed, yet he, and beside him Saric,were both ready.

 

The notes of the fanfare seemed drawn out to eternity. Inthe distance, at the head of the army, Lujan waited with hisblade poised high, glittering like a needle in sunlight. Acrossthe field the Ionani commenting officer held a like pose.When the weapons of both men fell, a flood of screamingsoldiers would charge across the narrow strip of meadow,and the hills would echo with the clash of swords and thecries of war.

 

Hokanu snatched breath to mutter a hurried prayer forLujan, for the brave Acoma Force Commander was almostcertain to die. The press of soldiers on both sides made itunlikely any in the first five ranks would survive the initialstrike. The two great armies would grind themselves againsteach other like the teeth on opposing jaws, and only thewarriors in the rearmost ranks might see who emergedvictorious.

 

The moment of suspension ended. Men finished their lastsilent appeals to the gods for honor, victory, and life. ThenLujan's sword quivered in the stroke of descent.

As warriors shifted forward onto the balls of their feetand banners stirred in the hands of bearers who lifted thepoles from the earth, thunder slammed out of the cleargreen sky.
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The concussion of air struck Mara ant Hokanu full in theface. Cushions flew, and Hokanu staggered. He dropped tohis knees, the arm not holding his weapon catching Marainto protective embrace. Incomo was flung back, his robescupped like sails, as the command tent cracked and billowedin the gust. Keyoke stumbled backward into Saric, whocaught him, and nearly went down as the crutch fetchedhim a blow across the legs. Both Acoma advisers clungto each other to keep their footing, while, inside the tent,tables overturned and charts depicting battle tactics flappedand tumbled into the tangle of privacy curtains that aashedacross Mara's sleeping mat.

 

Through a maelstrom of dust devils, chaos extendedacross the field. Banners cracked and whipped, torn outof the bearers hands. A cry went up from the front ranksof both armies as warriors were cast to the ground. Theirswords stabbed earth, not flesh. Thrown into disarrayby the whirlwind, the warriors behind tripped over oneanother until not one was left able to press forward toengage the fight.

 

In the breach between the lines appeared several figuresin black. Their robes did not stir, but hung down in anuncanny calm. Then the unnatural winds abated, as if oncommand. As fury dwindled into awe, men on both sidesblinked dust-caked lashes. They saw Great Ones cometo intervene, and while their weapons remained in theirhands, and the bloodlust to attack still drove them, nonearose, nor did any make a move to overrun the magicianswho stood equidistant between the armies. The downedwarriors stayed prone, their faces pressed to the grass. Nocommand from master or mistress could drive a man ofthem forward, for to touch a Great One was to invite utterruin, if not commit offense against the gods.

 

Mara regarded the Black Robes that had balked hervengeance with hostile eyes. The straps on her armor
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creaked as she arose to her feet. Her hands dampedinto fists, and muscles jumped in her jaw. Softly, shesaid, 'No.'

 

A strand of loose hair slipped from beneath her helm,and her Warchief's plumes trembled like reeds before abreeze. A heartbeat later, another Great One materialisedbeside the open flap of her tent. His robe seemed cut fromnight itself, and though he was slender with youth, therewas nothing young about his eyes. They held a light thatseemed to blaze in contrast to his dark skin and hair. Hisvoice proved surprisingly deep, 'Lady Mara, hear our will.The Assembly forbids this war!'

 

Mara turned pale. Rage shook her, to be constrained fromfulfilling her call to Clan War. Never had she imagined thatthe Assembly might intervene against her given will. She wasas helpless to protest this development as her former enemy,Tasaio of the Minwanabi, had been, for to be forbiddenthe traditional means of vengeance for Ayaki's murder wasto forfeit Acoma honor. To withdraw without bloodshedfrom this confrontation would disgrace her far more thanany shame the Anasati might fall heir to. Her son was theone left unavenged; Lord Jiro would be given the victory.He would gain esteem for his courage, having gone to thefield prepared to engage in battle to defend his honor, butit was not his son or his family ancestors whose shadeswould be diminished for being deprived of blood pricefor a murder. As the accuser who had not prosecuted herclaims by strength of arms, the Lady of the Acoma wouldforfeit much of the veneration due her rank.

 

Mara found her voice. 'You force me to dishonor,Great One.'

 

The magician dismissed her remark with haughty calm.'Your honor, or lack of it, is not my affair, Good Servant.The Assembly acts as it will, in all cases, for the Good ofthe Empire. The carnage of clan conflict between Hadama
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ant lonani would weaken the Nations ant leave this landvulnerable to attack from outside our borders. Therefore,you are tort: no force of the Acoma or of the Anasati ortheir clan, or allies may take the field to oppose the otherfor this or any other matter. You are forbidden to makewar against Lord Jiro.'

 

Mara heft herself silent by force of will. Once, she hatstood witness when the barbarian Black Robe, Milamber,hat torn open the skies above the Imperial Arena. Thepowers unleashes on that day hat killed, ant shaken theearth, ant causes fire to rain town from the clouds. Shewas not so far gone in grief to lose reason ant forget: themagicians were the supreme force within the Empire.

The young, nameless magician looked on in arrogantsilence as Mara swallowed hart. Her cheeks flushed red,ant Hokanu, at her shoulder, court feel her tremblingsuppresses rage. Yet she was Tsurani. The Great Oneswere to be obeyed. She gave a stiff not. 'Your will, GreatOne.'

 

Her bow was seep, if resentful. She half turned towardher advisers. 'Orders: withdraw.' In the face of thiscommand she hat no choice. Though Ruling Lady of thegreatest house in the Empire, though Servant of theEmpire, even she court but bow to the inevitable antensure that no lapse of dignity court compound thisenforced dishonor.

 

Hokanu relayed his Lady's orders. Saric shook off astunned stillness ant hastened to rouse the signal runnersoutside the tent from their abject prostration. Keyokereadies the signal flags, ant, as if grateful to be excusesfrom the presence of the one dark-robed form in thecomment tent, messengers snatches up green ant whiteflags ant hurries off to the knoll to wave the comment forwithdrawal.
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On the field, emit the kneeling mass of his warriors,Lujan saw the signal. He cupped his hands to his mouthant shouted, and around him the other Force Commandersof Clan Hadama called orders to retreat. Like a waveheld in check, the men gathered up their swords antspears, slowly stood, and pulled back into family groups.Movement surged through their ranks as they formed up,and began the march back up the hillsides toward theirrespective masters' encampments.

 

The armies poised to clash rolled back from each other,leaving the meadow trampled in the sunlight. Themagicians between the hosts oversaw the retreat, then,their office completed, disappeared one by one, relocatingupon the hill near the Ionani command tent.

 

Intent on her bitterness, Mara barely noticed themagician still before her, nor Hokanu at her side,dispensing instructions to dismiss Clan Hadama's forceshomeward to their respective estate garrisons. Her eyesmight view an ending of war, but their hardness did notrelent. Honor must be satisfied. To fall upon her familysword was no just reparation for Ayaki's life. The publicdisgrace remained, not to be forgotten. Jiro would usesuch shame to ally enemies against her house. Shaken tore assume her responsibilities, she could only atone for hererror. No choice remained now, but to use intrigue toresolve the death and the insult between herself and theAnasati. The Game of the Council must now serve, withplots and murder done in secret, behind a public front ofTsurani propriety.

 

A disturbance arose outside the command tent, a flurryof raised voices, and Keyoke's rising clearest inastonishment. 'Two companies from the extreme leftflank are moving!'

 

Mara hurried into the open, fear dislodging her thoughtsof hatred. She stared out over the valley in horrified
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disbelief to see the leftmost element of the Hadama forcescountermand orders and surge forward.

 

The magician who had followed at her elbow hissedaffront, and more of his fellows appeared out of emptyair. Mara fought panic at the new arrivals. If she did notact, the Great Ones would take issue at her side's disregardof orders. In another moment her house, her Clan, andevery loyal servant of the Acoma might lie dead of themagicians' wrath.

 

'who commands the left?' she cried in shrill desperation.

 

Irrilandi, now arrived on the hilltop, called answer.'That's a reserve company,-mistress. It is under charge ofthe Lord of the Petcha.'

 

Mara bit her lip in furious thought: Petcha was a lordbut lately come to his inheritance. Barely more than aboy, he commanded out of deference to his rank, notthrough skills or experience. Tsurani tradition gave himthe right to a place at the forefront of the ranks. Lujanhad compensated as best he might, and set the boy overan auxiliary unit, which would be called upon only whenthe battle's outcome was decided. But now either his youthor his hot blood invited total disaster.

 

Keyoke considered the situation in the valley with theeyes of a master tactician. 'The impetuous fool! He seeksto strike while confusion occupies the Anasati side of theline! Didn't he see the Great Ones? [how could he ignoretheir arrival?'

 

'He's bereft of his senses.' Hokanu gestured to therunners, who had reached even the farthest sections ofthe lines. 'Or else he can't read the command flags.'

Saric raced off to dispatch more runners, while on thefield, several older commanding officers broke away fromthe press of retreating warriors and hurried to converge onLord Petcha's moving banners.
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On the hill, Lady Mara looked on in horror as twofull companies of men in Lord Petcha's orange-and-blue-plumedarmor moved forward to attack the Anasati rightflank. The soldiers in red and yellow on the far hillsideswirled in an about-face, preparing to meet the charge.Their commander's shouts floated on the wind as heexhorted each warrior to keep his head. They were seasonedtroops, or dse their fear lent them prudence. They held incompliance with the Great Ones' edict, and did not rushforward to answer Lord Petcha's provocation.

 

Keyoke's sinewy hands whitened on his crutch. 'He'swise, that Anasati Strike Leader. He will not violate theorder to withdraw, and should our men under Petcha keepcoming, they will be attacking uphill. He has time to wait,and perhaps maintain the truce.'

 

The words were spoken for the benefit of the BlackRobes, who had banded together in a disturbed knot.Frowning under ink-dark hoods, they watched the Petchaforces race headlong up the rise on the lonani side ofthe vale.

 

One spoke, and two vanished with a whipping snap ofair.

 

Mara's servants threw themselves prone in abject fear,and more than one veteran turned white. Lujan looked sickand Keyoke like chiseled rock.

 

On the field, the two Black Robes reappeared beforethe charging forces. Tiny as toys, yet menacing for thatsmallness, they threw up their hands. Green light sparkedfrom their fingertips, and a searing flash erupted in the pathof the running warriors.

 

The eyesight of every watcher was dazzled.

 

Left blind by the afterimage, Mara was forced to blinktears from her stinging eyes. Moments passed before sherecovered clear vision. She forced herself to face front, andgasped.
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At first glance nothing appeared wrong. Lord Pacha'ssoldiers no longer ran; they still stood upright, their orangearmor bright in the sunlight and their plumes twisting inthe breeze. More careful study showed that their quietnessmasked a tableau of horror. The hands that still clutchedweapons writhed and twitched, the flesh slowly blistering.Faces contorted in nightmarish, silent agony. Their skinraised up in pustules, then darkened, blackened, andcrisped. Smoke curled on the wind, stinking of scorchedcarrion. Flesh cracked and oozed blood that boiled awayinto steam.

 

Mara's belly clenched with nausea. She sagged back,caught by Hokanu, who shared her tortured horror. Eventhe battle-hardened Keyoke looked ill to his very core.

There came no screams from the field. The victims stoodarrested as puppets as their eyes burst and empty socketsseeped. Their tongues became thick purple obscenitiesprotruding from mouths that could not emit even a singlestrangled cry. Hair smoked and fingernails melted, yet thesoldiers lived, their jerks and quivers dearly visible to thestunned observers upon the distant hilltops.

 

Saric choked back a gasp. 'Gods, gods, they are surelypunished enough.'

 

The magician first appointed to Mara's tent turnedtoward the adviser. 'They are only punished enough whenwe decide to allow them their crossing to Turakamu.'

'As you will, Great One!' Saric immediately prostratedhimself, his face pressed to the dirt like a slave's. 'Yourforgiveness, Great One. I regret my outburst, and apologisefor speaking out of turn.'

 

The magician deigned no reply, but stood in cold silenceas the Petcha warriors continued to suffer on the field.Burned flesh peeled from their bodies, to fall smokingto the ground. The men at last began to topple, firstone, then another, until all two hundred warriors lay
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tumbled, blackened skeletons, on untouched grass, stillclad in gleaming armor. The orange-and-blue Petcha bannerlay before them, the tassels fluttering in wind that carriedbarely a signature of smoke.

 

The young magician at length stood apart from hisfellows and addressed the Lady Mara. 'Our rule is absolute,Good servant,Let your people remember. Any who defy usinvite instant oblivion. Is that understood?'

 

Mara fought back her sickness, croaked a whisper. 'Yourwill, Great One.'

 

Another magician separated himself from the group. 'Iam not yet satisfied.' He regarded Mara's officers, all ontheir feet except for Saric. They might appear uncowed asTsurani propriety demanded, yet not one did not tremblewith terror. This brave front seemed to increase the BlackRobe's displeasure. 'Who defied us?' he inquired of hiscolleagues, ignoring Mara.

 

'Young Lord Petcha,' came the reply, cold, and to thepoint. A third voice arose from the Black Robes, thisone more temperate. 'He acted upon his own, withouthis Warchief's permission or approval.'

 

The second magician, a sharp-eyed man with a shockof red hair that escaped the edges of his hood, shifted hisregard to Mara. 'His dishonor does not end here.'

The magician who seemed to mediate called out again.'Tapek, I said Lady Mara had nothing to do with thedefiance.'

 

Tapek raurned a shrug, as if irritated by a fly. 'As LordPetcha's Warchief, she is responsible for the conduct of all

forces under her command.'

 

Mara lifted her chin. Her mind stilled with a horror ofrecognition: these Black Robes might order her dead, withno more concern than they had showed for Tasaio of theMinwanabi, whose suicide had resulted from their bidding.Her officers looked arrested with terror. Keyoke showed
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nothing beyond a hardness around his eyes that no oneliving had ever seen.

 

Hokanu made an involuntary jerk forward, but wasstopped by Lujan's rock-hard grip upon his arm.

The onlookers, to a man, held their breath. Should theBlack Robes order her destruction, no sword, no plea, nopower of love might prevent them. The loyalty of thousandsof servants and soldiers who would gladly give their lives inher peace would avail her nothing.

 

While the red-haired Tapek studied the Lady with asnake's heartless regard, the young magician said, 'Is LordPetcha still alive?'

 

Lujan reacted instantly, dispatching a runner to the field.Minutes passed. Tapek shifted in impatience, while out atthe scene of the carnage the messenger conferred. A flagwas brought to signal. It dipped and waved, in code, whichLujan interpreted. 'All who attacked are dead.' He daredraise his eyes to the Great Ones as he concluded, 'LordPetcha was leading his men. His body is ashes and bones,with the rest.'

 

The first magician nodded curtly. 'The obliteration of theoffender is ample punishment.'

 

The third magician from the group affirmed, 'So beit.'

 

Mara felt faint with relief, until Tapek stepped sharplytoward her. Deep in the shadow under his hood, hisheavy eyebrows drew up in displeasure. His eyes we"pale, cold as the depths of the sea, and menace edgedhis tone as he said, 'Mare of the Acoma, the House ofPetcha is no more. You shall see that all of that lineare dead before nightfall. The estate house ant barrackswill be burned, and the fields fired. When thecrops are destroyed, Acoma servants shall salt the earth,that nothing shall grow on the land. All soldiers swornto the Petcha natami are to be hung. You will leave

- ~_

 

. 1

,

 

.

 

.

 

.,

 

::

 

.

 

War

109

 

their remains to rot in the wind, and never offer themhaven as you have other warriors of conquered houses.All Petcha free servants are now slaves, given over tothe service of the Emperor. All Petcha holdings nowbelong to the temples. The Petcha natami is to bebroken by hammers and the fragments buried, neverto know the sun's warmth, never more to secure Petchaspirits to the Wheel of Life. From this night untoeternity, that house no longer exists. Let the endingsignify this: no one may defy the will of the Assembly.No one.'

 

Mara forced her knees not to give way. She used everyshred of her strength to draw breath and find her voice.'Your will, Great One.'

 

She bowed. Her armor dragged at her shoulders, and theplumes of her helm seemed to weigh down her neck, yetshe lowered herself until her knees and forehead touchedsoil, and the feathers of a Hadama Warchief became sulliedwith dust.

 

The young magician inclined his head in perfunctoryacknowledgment of her obeisance, then withdrew a roundmetal device from his robe. He depressed a switch withhis thumb. A whining sound cut the stillness. With anaudible pop and an inrushing of air, the Black Robevanished.

 

The magician named Tapek lingered, studying the womanwho was folded on the ground at his feet. His lipstwitched as if he enjoyed her groveling. 'See that theobject of this lesson is well learned by all others inyour Clan, Good Servant. Any who defy the Assemblywill face the same kite as the Petcha.' He withdrewanother of the round devices and a moment later, disappeared.The other Black Robes vanished after him,

leaving the hilltop bare but for the circle of Mara'sshocked officers.
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Below, shouts rang across the vale as officers calledorders to confused soldiers. Warriors crowded back up thehillsides, some in a hurry to put space between themselvesand the carnage wrought by magic, others reluctant to turntheir backs upon the enemy, who marched to the sameedict given to Lady Mara. Saric gathered himself to hisfeet, while her Force Commander helped his Lady, in theencumbrance of her armor, to do the same. Hoarsely, shesaid to Lujan, 'Hurry and dispatch more messengers. Wemust make haste to disperse the clan, lest further mishapprovoke an incident.'

 

Swallowing hard, and still feeling sickened, Mara gesturedto Saric. 'And, Gods grant us mercy, order this terriblething done: obliterate the Petcha.'

 

Saric nodded, unable to speak. He had a gift forreading character, and the memory of Tapek's intensitygave him chills. Mara had been dealt the worst punishmentimaginable, the utter destruction of a loyal clanfamily for no worse offense than youthful impetuosity.All for his mistress's Call to Clan, the young Lord haddied in lingering agony; before nightfall his young wifeand baby sons would be dead, as would cousins andrelations who bore his name. That Mara must herselfbe the instrument of that unjust decree cut through hergrief for Ayaki.- For the first time since the great blackgelding had toppled upon the body of her son, her eyesshowed the spark of awakened feeling for others beyondherself.

 

Saric saw this as he trudged off to complete the horrifyingtask set upon the Acoma by the Great Ones. Hokanuobserved as he steadied his Lady's steps on her return tothe command tent. The fires of the Assembly's magic hadcauterised the wounds to her spirit. In place of the obsessionfor revenge against Jiro, a fierce anger now commandedher mind.

 

V7ar





 

L

 

111

 

Mara had recovered herself. Hokanu knew bittersweetrelief at the change. He regretted the Petd~a's loss; butthe woman he loved was once again the most dangerousplayer of the Game of the Council the Empire had everknown. With a gesture, she dismissed the servants whorushed to neaten the disorder left in the tent. When thelast of them had retreated a discreet distance away, shecalled Irrilandi to unlace the door flaps and restore her ameasure of privacy.

 

Keyoke entered as the last flap slapped down. Heperformed servant's task lighting the lanterns, while Marapaced. Vibrant, even jagged with nerves, she regarded thoseof her house who were present, arrayed in semicircle beforeher. Her voice seemed flat as she said, 'They dare . . .'

Keyoke stiffened. He glanced askance at Hokanu, whostood as mute as the others. Mara reached the fallentangle of her privacy curtains, then spun around. 'Well,they will learn.'

 

Irrilandi, who knew her moods less well than the others,gave her a fist-over-heart salute. 'Lady, surely you do notspeak in reference to the magicians?'

 

Mara seemed tiny, in the lantern light that held theshadows in the cavernous tent at bay. A moment passed,filled by the muffled shouts of the officers stilt musteringtroops outside. Bowstring-taut, Mara qualified. 'We mustdo what has never been done since the Empire came intoexistence, my loyal friends. We must discover a way toevade the will of the Great Ones.'

 

Irrilandi gasped. Even Keyoke, who had faced deaththrough a lifetime of campaigns, seemed shaken to the

core. But Mara continued grimly: 'We have no choice. Ihave shamed the Acoma name before Jiro of the Anasati.We are forbidden expiation by means of war; I will not fallupon my sword. This is an impasse for which tradition hasno answer. The Lord of the Anasati must die by my design,
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and I will not stoop to hiring assassins. Jiro has alreadyused my disgrace to whip up enemies. He has turned thedissatisfied Lords in the Nations into a cohesive party oftraditionalists, and Ichindar's reign is imperiled along withthe continuance of the Acoma name. My only heir is dead,so my ritual suicide offers us no alternative. If all that I havelived to achieve is to be salvaged, we must spend years inthe planning. Jiro must die by my hand, if not in war, thenin peace, despite the will of the Assembly of Magicians.'
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Adversity

 

Someone moved.

 

Atop a stack of baled cloth, partially hidden by the cantof a crooked bale, Arakasi heard what might be the grateof a footstep on the gritty boards of the floor. He froze,uneasy at the discovery he was not alone in the murk of thewarehouse. Silently he controlled his breathing; he forcedhis body to relax, to stave off any chance of a muscle crampbrought on by his awkward position. From a distance, hisclothing would blend with the wares, making him seem likea rucked bit of fabric fallen loose from its ties. Up close,the deception would not bear inspection. His coarse-wovenrobe could never be mistaken for fine linens. Mindful that hemight have trapped himself by taking refuge in this buildingto shake a suspected tail, he shut his eyes to enhance hisother senses. The air was musty from spilled grain andleakage from barrels of exotic spices. The scented resinsthat waterproofed the roof shingles mingled with thoseof moldered leather from the door hinges. This particularwarehouse lay near enough to the dockside that its floorssubmerged when the river crested in spring and overranthe levee.

 

Minutes passed. Noise from the dock quarter camemuffled through the walls: a sailor's raucous argument witha woman of the Reed Life, a barking cur, and the incessantrumble of wheels as needra drew the heavy drays of waresaway from the riverside landings. The Acoma Spy Masterstrained to sort the distant hubbub; one by one, he taggedthe sounds, while the day outside waned. A shouting bandof street urchins raced down the street, and the bustle of
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commerce quieted. Nothing untoward met his ears beyondthe calls of the lamplighters who tended the street at theend of the alley. Long past the point where another manmight conclude he had imagined the earlier disturbance-thatwhat seemed a footstep was surely the result of stressand imagination - Arakasi held rigidly still.

 

The flesh still prickled warning at the base of his neck.He was not one to take chances. Patience was all, when itcame to any contest of subterfuge.

 

Restraint rewarded him, finally, when a faint scrapesuggested the brush of a robe against wood, or the catchof a sleeve against a support beam. Doubt fled before uglycertainty: someone else was inside the warehouse.

Arakasi prayed silently to Chochocan, the Good God, tolet him live through this encounter. Whoever had enteredthis dark building had not done so for innocent reasons.This intruder was unlikely to be a servant who had stolenoff for an illicit nap in the afternoon heat, then oversleptthrough supper into night. Arakasi mistrusted coincidence,always; to presume wrongly could bring his death. Giventhe hour, and the extreme stealth exhibited by his stalker,he had to conclude he was hunted.

 

Sweating in the still air, he reviewed each step that hadbrought him to this position. He had paid an afternooncall upon a fabric broker in the city of Ontoset, hispurpose to contact a factor of a minor house who wasone of his many active agents. Arakasi made a habit ofirregular personal visits to ensure that such men remainedloyal to their Acoma mistress, and to guard against enemyinfiltrations. The intelligence network he had built uponsince his days as a servant of the Tuscai had grown vastunder Acoma patronage. Complacence on his part invitedany of a thousand possible mishaps, the slightest of whichcould spell disaster for his Lady's welfare.

 

His visit today had not been carelessly made; his guise as
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an independent trader from Yankora had been backed upby paper work and references. The public announcementof the Assembly's intervention between the Acoma and theAnasati had reached this southern city days later; newstended to travel slowly across provinces as the rivers felland deepwater trade barges were replaced by landbornecaravans. Aware that Lady Mara would require his updatedreports by the fastest possible means to guard againstpossible countermoves by the Anasati or other foes madebold by the Assembly's constraints, Arakasi had shortenedhis stay to a hurried exchange of messages. On leaving thepremises, he had suspected he was being followed.

Whoever had tailed him had been good. Three times hehad tried to shed his pursuit in the teeming crush of thepoor quarter; only a caution that approached the obsessivehad shown him a half-glimpsed face, a tar-stained hand,and twice, a colored edge of sash that should not havebeen repeated in the random shuffle of late-day traffic.

As well as the Spy Master could determine, there werefour of them, a superbly trained team who were sureto be agents from another network. No mere sailorsor servants in commoners' clothing could work withsuch close coordination. Arakasi inwardly cursed. Hehad blundered into just the sort of trap he had set forinformants himself.

 

His backup plan could not be faulted. He had quicklycrossed the busy central market, where purchase of a newrobe and sudden movement through an inn packed withroisterers had seen the trader from Yankora vanish and ahouse messenger emerge. His skill in altering his carriage,his movements, the very set of his bones as he walked hadconfused many an opponent over the years.

 

His back trail had seemed unencumbered as he joggedback to the factor's quarters and let himself in through ahidden door. There he had changed into the brown of a
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common laborer, and taken refuge in the warehouse behindthe trade shop. Crawling atop the cloth bales, his intent hadbeen to sleep until morning.

 

Now he cursed himself for a fool. When those followinghad lost sight of him, they must have dispatched one of theirnumber to backtrack to this warehouse, on the off-chancehe might return. It was a move that a less cocky manmight have anticipated, and only the gods' luck had seenthe Acoma Spy Master inside and hidden before the enemyagent slipped in to wait and observe. Sweat trickled downArakasi's collar. The opponent he faced was dangerous; hisentrance had almost gone undetected. Instinct more thansure knowledge had roused Arakasi to caution.

 

The gloom" was too deep to reveal his adversary'slocation. Imperceptibly slowly, the Acoma Spy Masterinched his hand down to grasp the small dagger in hisbelt. Ever clumsy with handling a sword, he had a raretouch for knives. If he had dear view of a target, thisnerve-rasping wait might be ended. Yet if a wish was hisfor the granting, he would not ask the Gods of Tricks andFortune for weapons, but to be far from here, on his wayback to Mara. Arakasi had no delusions of being a warrior.He had killed before, but his preferred defense relied moreon wits, surprise tactics giving him the first strike. This wasthe first time he had been truly cornered.

 

A scuffle sounded at the far end of the warehouse. Arakasistopped breathing as a loose board creaked, pulled aside toallow- a second man to slip inside.

 

The Spy Master expelled his pent air carefully. Thehope of a stealthy kill was lost to him. Now he hadtwo enemies to consider. Light flared as a hand-carriedlantern was unshuttered. Arakasi squinted to preserve hisnight vision, his situation turned from tense to critical.While he was probably concealed from the first agent,the new arrival at the back of the warehouse could

.
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not help but discover him as he walked past holdinga light.

 

Out of alternatives, Arakasi probed for the gap thatshould exist between the stack of bales where he restedand the wall. Cloth needed space for air circulation, lestmildew cause spoilage in the dark. This merchant was notoverly generous in his habits; the crack that met the SpyMaster's touch was very narrow. Prickling in awareness ofhis peril, he slid in one arm to the shoulder and wiggled untilthe bale shifted. The risk could not be avoided, that the stackmight topple; if he did not act, he was going to be discoveredanyway. Forcing himself flat against the wall, and nudgingon the bale, Arakasi wedged himself into the widening gap.Splinters from the unvarnished boards gouged into his bareknees. He dared not pause, even to mouth a silent curse, forthe light at ground level was moving.

 

Footfalls advanced on his position, and shadows swungin arcs across the rafters. He was only halfway hidden, buthis position was high enough that the angle of illuminationswept above him; had he waited another heartbeat, hismovement would have been seen. His margin for errorwas nonexistent. Only the steps of his adversary coveredthe slither of his last furtive shove as he nestled downwardinto the cranny.

 

A mutter arose from beyond the bale. 'Look at that!'As if summarising an inspection, the man rambled on,'Tossing good cloth as if it were straw bales, andunworthy of careful packing .

 

beaten for this-'

 

The musing was interrupted by the original stalker'swhisper. 'Over here.'

 

Arakasi dared not raise himself to risk a glance.

The lantern crept on in the hand of its unseen bearer.'Any sign of him?'

 

'None.' The first stalker sounded irritable. 'Thought I

.. Someone should be

 

~l. ~

 

s

e

s

e

 

s

l

 

i

 

p

3

e

e

ei

 

118 Mistress of the Empire

 

heard something a bit ago, but it was probably vermin.We're surrounded by grain warehouses here.'

 

Reassured enough to be bored, the newcomer lifted hislantern. 'Well, he's around somewhere. The factor's slaveinsisted he'd come back and gone into hiding. The othersare watching the residence. They'd better find him beforemorning. I don't want to be the one to tell our master he'sescaped.'

 

'You get wind of the gossip? That this fellow's been seenbefore, in different guise? He's got to be a courier, at least,or even a supervisor.' Cheerfully the stalker added, 'He'snot from this province, either.'

 

'You talk too much,' snapped the lantern bearer. 'Andyou remember: things you should forget. If you want to keepbreathing, you'd best keep that sort of news to yourself. Youknow what they say: "Men have throats and daggers havesharp edges."'

 

The advice was received with a sigh. 'How long must wekeep watch?'

 

'Unless we're told to leave, we'll stay until just beforedaybreak. Won't do to be caught here, and maybe killedby guards as common thieves.'

 

An unintelligible grumble ended the conversation.

Arakasi resigned himself to a long, uncomfortable wait.His body would be cramped by morning, and the splintersan additional aggravation, but the consequences ifhe should be captured did not bear examination. Theloose tongues of his trackers had confirmed his worstsurmise: he had been traced by another spy net. Whoevercommanded the pair who hunted him, whoever theyreported to, the master at the top of their network workedfor someone canny, someone who had constructed aspy system that had escaped notice until now. Arakasiweighed this fact and knew fear. Chance and intuitionhad spared him when intricate advance precautions had
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failed; in discomfort, in warm darkness, he agonised overhis assessment.

 

The team who sought to capture him were skilled, butnot so polished that they refrained from indulging in idletalk. It followed that they had been set to catch whattheir master presumed must be a low-ranking link inthe operation he sought to crack. Arakasi suppressed achill. It was a mark of the deep distrust that drove him,that he preferred when he could to accomplish occasionalsmall errands in person. His unseen enemy must have thechance to know who he was, how highly he was placed, orthe name of the mistress he reported to. Possibly he facedthe most dangerous opponent he had ever encountered.

Somewhere Lady Mara had an enemy, whose subtletiesposed a threat greater than anything she had confrontedin her life. If Arakasi did not escape alive from Ontoset,if he could not get a message home, his mistress might betaken unwarned by the next strike. Reminded by the achein his chest that his breathing had turned swift and shallow,the Spy Master forced control.

 

His security had been compromised, when he had noinkling of impending trouble. The breach spoke of intricateplanning. The factor's second role must have beendiscovered; precisely how could not be surmised, but awatch had been set over the traffic at Ontoset's docksclosely enough to differentiate between regular tradersand those who were strangers. That the team that lay inhad been clever enough to see through two of Arakasi'sdisguises, having marked him as a courier or supervisor,boded ill.

 

Arakasi counted the cost. He would have to replacethe factor. A certain slave was going to die of whatmust seem natural causes, and the trade shop must beshut down, a regrettable necessity, for while it doubledas part of his network, it was one of the few profitable
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Acoma undertakings used by the spy ring. It paid for itselfand provided extra funds for other agents.

 

Grey light filtered through a crack in the wall. Dawn wasnigh, but the men showed no sign of stirring. They had notfallen asleep, but were waiting against the chance the manthey sought might show himself at the last hour.

The minutes dragged. Daybreak brightened outside.Carts and wagons rumbled by, the costermongers bringingproduce to be loaded at the riverside before the worst ofthe heat. The chant of a team of barge oarsmen lifted intuneless unison, cut by the- scolding of a wife berating adrunken husband. Then a shout raised over the wakingnoise of the city, close at hand, and urgent. The wordswere indistinct to Arakasi, wedged behind muffling balesof linen, but the other two men in the warehouse scrambledimmediately into motion. Their footfalls pattered the lengthof the building, and the board creaked aside.

 

Most likely they made good their escape; were theyclever, they might have used the sound of their leaving asopening gambit for a ruse. A partner could yet be lingeringto see if their quarry flushed in response.

 

Arakasi held still, though his legs were kinked into knotsof spasming muscle. He delayed a minute, two, his earsstraining for signs of danger.

 

Voices sounded outside the doubled door, and the rattleof the puzzle lock that held the warehouse secure warnedof an imminent entry. Arakasi twisted to free himself, andfound his shoulders wedged fast. His arms were pressed flatto his sides; his legs had slipped too low to gain purchase.He was trapped.

 

He knew galvanic desperation. Were he caught here, andarrested as a thief, the spy who had traced him would hear. Acorrupt city official would then receive a gift, and he wouldfind himself delivered to his enemy. His chance to make hisway back to Mara would be lost.
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Arakasi jammed his elbows against the bale, to no avail.The gap that pinned him widened, only causing him to falldeeper into the cleft. The board walls added the sting of newsplinters to his wrists and forearms. Silently swearing, hepushed and slipped inexorably beyond hope of unobtrusiveextrication.

 

The warehouse doors crashed open. The Spy Mastercould do nothing now but pray for a chance to innovate asan overseer bellowed, 'Take all those,- against that wall.'

Sunlight and air heavy with the scent of river mud spilledinto the warehouse; a needra lowed, and harness creaked.Arakasi deduced that wagons waited outside to be loaded.He weighed his choices. To call attention to himself now wasto chance that no one from the enemy net waited outside,a risk he dared not take. He could be followed again, andluck would not spare him a second time. Then all debatebecame moot as a work team hurried into the warehouse,and the bale that jammed his body suddenly moved.

'Hey,' someone called. 'Careful of that loose bit upthere.'

 

'Loose bit!' snapped the overseer. 'Which of you dogsbroke a tie when the bales were stacked and didn't reportthe lapse?' ~

 

A muddle of disclaiming replies masked Arakasi's movementas he flexed aching muscles in preparation for hisinevitable discovery.

 

Nothing happened. The workers became involved withmaking excuses to their overseer. Arakasi seized the moment

to lever himself upward. His thrust jostled the cloth that hadbeen shifted, and it overbalanced and tumbled downwardto land with a resounding thump against the floor.

The overseer yelled his displeasure. 'Oaf! They're heavierthan they look! Get help before you go trying to push themabout from above.'

 

So, Arakasi concluded: the factor must have realised his

'~

 

. ~

,

 

122

 

Mistress of the Empire

 

dilemma and arranged a possible cover. No space remainedfor mistakes if the impromptu salvage was to work. Hastilyhe threw himself prostrate. With his face pressed to the pileof cloth where he perched, he mumbled abject apologies.

'Well, hurry along!' the overseer cried. 'Your clumsinessis no excuse to lie about in idleness. Get the wagonsloaded!'

 

Arakasi nodded, pushed himself off the stack, and foughtagainst the unsteadiness of stiff muscles to keep his feet.The shock was too much, after hours of forced inactivity.He bent before he collapsed, leaning against the fallen baleand stretching as if examining himself for injuries. A workereyed him sourly as he straightened. 'You all right?'

Arakasi nodded vigorously enough to shake loose hairover his features.

 

'Then lend a hand,' the worker said. 'We're almost doneat this end.'

 

Arakasi did as he was bidden and caught the end of thefallen bale. In tandem with the worker, he joined the teamdoing the loading. Head down, hands busy, he used everytrick he knew to alter his appearance. Sweat dripped downhis jaw. He smeared the trickle with his hands, rubbing indust and dirt to darken the thrust of his cheekbones. Heran his fingers through the one lock of hair kept dyedsince a scar had turned it white, then smudged artfully toextend shadow and lend the illusion of shortening his chin.He lowered his brows in a scowl, and thrust his bottomteeth against his upper lip. To an onlooker he should seemnothing more than a worker of little intelligence; as hehefted his end of the cloth he stared directly ahead, doingnothing that might identify him as a fugitive.

Each pass from warehouse to wagon scraped his nervesraw. By the time the wagons were loaded, he had singledout a loiterer in the shadows of the shop front across thestreet. The man seemed vacant-eyed, a beggar left witless
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by addiction to tateesha; except that his eyes were toofocused. Arakasi repressed a shiver. The enemy was afterhim, still.

 

The wagons were prepared to roll, the workers climbingon board. Mara's Spy Master hoisted himself up onto theload as if expected to, and elbowed the man next to himin the ribs.

 

'Did the little cousin get that robe she wanted?' he askedloudly. 'The one with the flower patterns on the hem?'

Whips cracked, and a drover shouted. The needraleaned into their traces, and the laden wagons groanedinto movement. The worker Arakasi had addressed staredback in frank surprise. 'What?'

 

As if the big man had said something funny, Arakasilaughed loudly. 'You know. Lubal's little girl. The one whobrings lunches down to Simeto's gang at the docks.'

The worker grunted. 'Simeto I've heard of, but notLubal.'

 

Arakasi slapped his forehead in embarrassment. 'You'renot his friend Jido?'

 

The other man hawked dust from his throat and spat.'Never heard of him.'

 

The wagons had reached the corner of the alley andswung to negotiate the turn. Urchins blocking the wayraised curses from the lead drover, and the overseer waveda threatening fist. The children returned obscene gestures,

then scattered like a startled flock of birds. Two mangyhounds galloped after them. Arakasi dared a glance backat the factor's residence. The tateesha halfwit still drooledand watched the warehouse doors, which were being closedand locked by a servant.

 

The ruse, perhaps had worked.

 

Arakasi mumbled words of apology to the man he hadbothered, and rested his head on crossed elbows. Whilethe wagon rolled, jostling over the uneven paving and
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splashing through the refuse that overflowed the guttersby the dockside, he smothered a sigh of relief. He wasnot dear of danger, nor would he be safe until he wasmiles removed from Ontoset. His thoughts turned to thefuture: whoever had arranged the trap at the factor'swould presume that his net was discovered. He wouldfurther surmise that his escaped quarry must guess thatanother organisation was at work. Logic insisted that thisunseen enemy would react with countermeasures to foiljust the sort of search that Arakasi must now launch. Ringupon ring of confusion would befuddle the trail, while theOntoset branch of the Acoma network was left a total loss.Its lines of communication must be dissolved without trace.Two more levels of operation would have to be engaged,and swiftly: one to check for leaks in the branches in otherprovinces, and another to sift through a cold trail to try andferret out this new enemy.

 

The difficulties were nearly insurmountable. Arakasi hada touch for difficult puzzles, true enough. But this one waspotentially deadly, like a sword edge buried in sand that anyman's foot might dislodge. He brooded until the wagonspulled up at the docks. Along with the other workers, hejumped down onto the wharf and set hands to a hoist. Oneafter another, the cloth bales were dragged from the wagonbeds and loaded into waiting nets. Arakasi shoved on thepole with the rest when the hoist was full, lifting the cargohigh and swinging it onto the deck of the barge warpedalongside. The sun rose higher, and the day warmed. Atthe first opportunity, he slipped away on the excuse thathe needed a drink of water, and vanished into the poorquarter.

 

He must make his way out of Ontoset without help.To approach any other link in his net was to risk beingrediscovered; worse, he might lead his pursuit to a-fresharea of endeavor, and expose still more of his undercover
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workings. There were men in this city who would harborfugitives for pay, but Arakasi dared not approach them.They could be infiltrated by the enemy, and his need toescape might connect him irrefutably to the incident at thewarehouse. He wished for a bath and a chance to soak outthe splinters still lodged under his skin, but he would getneither. A slave's grey clothing or a beggar's rags must seehim past the city gates. Once outside the walls, he must holeup in the countryside until he could be certain he had madea clean break. Then he might try the guise of a courier andhasten to make up for his delay.

 

He sighed, discomforted by the extended time he wouldbe traveling, left alone with conjecture. He held troubledthoughts, of an unknown antagonist who had nearlytaken him out of play with one move, and that enemy'smaster, an unseen, unassailable threat. With Clan Warbetween Mara and Lord Jiro decreed forbidden by themagicians, his beloved Lady of the Acoma was endangered.As opportunists and enemies banded into alliancesagainst her, she was going to need the best intelligenceto ward from her yet more underhanded moves in themurderous intrigues of the Great Game.

 

,^

 

The tailor allowed the robe's silken hem to fall to the floor.Pins of finely carved bone were clenched between his teeth;he stepped back to admire the fit of the formal garmentcommissioned by the Lord of the Anasati.

 

Lord Jiro endured the craftsman's scrutiny with containeddisdain. His features expressionless, he stood withhis arms held out from his body to avoid a chance prickfrom the pins that fastened the cuffs. His posture was sostill that the sequins sewn in the shape of killwings thatadorned the front of the robe did not even shimmer in thelight that fell through the open screen.

 

'My Lord,' lisped the tailor around the pins pinched
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between his teeth, 'you look splendid. Surely every unmarriednoble daughter who beholds your magnificence willswoon at your feet.'

 

Jiro's lips twitched. He was not a man who enjoyedflattery. Careful with appearances to the point where theunperceptive might mistakenly think him vain, he wellknew the value of clothing when it came to leaving animpression. The wrong raiment could make a man seemstupid, overweight, or frivolous. Since swordplay and therigors of battle were not to Jiro's taste, he used every othermeans to enhance his aspect of virility. An edge could begained, or a contest of wits turned into victory more subtlethan any coarse triumph achieved on the fields of war.

Proud of his ability to master his foes without bloodshed,Jiro had to restrain himself not to bridle at the tailor'sthoughtless compliment. The man was a craftsman, ahireling barely worth of notice, much less his anger.His words were of less consequence than the wind, andonly chance had caused him to jar against a memory Jiroyet held with resentment. Despite his closest attention tomanners and dress, Lady Mara had spurned him. The awkward,coarse-mannered Buntokapi had been chosen overhim. Even passing recollection caused Jiro to sweat withrepressed fury. His years of studied effort had availed himnot at all, when all of his wits and schooled charm had beensummarily dismissed by the Acoma. His ridiculous - no,laughable - lout of a brother had triumphed over him.

Bunto's smirk was unforgiven; Jiro still stung fromremembered humiliation. His hands closed into fists, andhe suddenly had no stomach for standing still. 'I don't likethis robe,' he snapped peevishly. 'It displeases me. Makeanother, and have this one torn up for rags.'

 

The tailor turned pale. He whipped the pins fromhis teeth and dropped to the parquet floor, his foreheadpressed to the wood. 'My Lord! As you wish, of
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course. I beg humble forgiveness for my lack of taste andjudgment.'

 

Jiro said nothing. He jerked his barbered head for aservant to remove the robe and drop it in a heap underfoot.'I will wear the blue-and-red silk. Fetch it now.'

His command was obeyed in a flurry of nervousness.The Lord of the Anasati seldom punished his slaves andattendants, but from the day he assumed his inheritance hehad made it clear that anything short of instant obediencewould never be tolerated.

 

Arriving to make his report, First Adviser Chumakanoted the near-frenzied obsequious behavior on the partof the servants. He gave not a twitch in reaction; wisestof the Anasati retainers, he knew his Lord best of all. Themaster did not appreciate overdone obeisance; quite thecontrary. Jiro had matured as a second son, and he likedthings quiet and without fanfare. Yet since he had inheriteda ruler's mantle without having been groomed to expect thepost, he was ever sensitive to the behavior of his underlingstoward him. Should they fail to give him his due respect asLord, he would notice, and take instantaneous issue.

The servant who was late to speak his tide, the slave whofailed to bow without delay upon presentation were neverforgiven their lapse. Like fine clothing and smooth manners,traditional Tsurani adherence to caste was part and parcel ofhow Ruling Lords were measured by their peers. Eschewingthe barbaric aspects of the battlefield, Jiro had made himselfa master of civilised behavior.

 

As if a robe of finest silk did not lie discarded like garbageunder his sandaled feet, he inclined his head while Chumakastraightened up from his bow. 'What brings you to consult

at this hour, First Adviser? Did you forget I had plannedan afternoon of discourse with the visiting scholars fromMigran?'

 

Chumaka tipped his head to one side, as a hungry rodent
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might fix on moving prey. 'I suggest, my Lord, that thescholars be made to wait while we take a short walk.'

Lord Jiro was vexed, though nothing showed. He allowedhis servants to tie his robe sash before he replied. 'What youhave to say is that important?' As all who were present wellknew, Jiro held afternoon court to attend to business withhis factors. If his meeting with the scholars was delayed, itwould-have to wait until morning, which spoiled his hourset aside for reading.

 

The Anasati First Adviser presented his driest smile antdeftly handled the impasse. 'It pertains to Lady Mara of theAcoma, and that connection I mentioned earlier concerningthe vanquished Tuscai.'

 

Jiro's interest brightened. 'The two are connected?'

Chumaka'',stillness before the servants provided its ownanswer. Excited now, Lord Jiro clapped for his runner. 'Findmy hadonra and instruct him to provide entertainment forour guests. They shall be told that I am detained and willmeet with them tomorrow morning. Lest they becomedispleased by these arrangements, it shall be explained thatI am considering awarding a patronage, if I am impressedby their worthiness in the art of verbal debate.'

The runner bowed to the floor and hurried off abouthis errand. Chumaka licked his teeth in anticipation as hismaster fell into step with him toward the outer screen thatled into the garden.

 

Jiro seated himself on a stone bench in the shade by afish pool. He trailed languid fingers in the water whilehis attention to Chumaka sharpened. 'Is it good newsor bad?'

 

As always, the First Adviser's reply was ambiguous. 'I'mnot certain.' Before his master could express displeasure,Chumaka adjusted his robe and fished a sheaf of documentsout of a deep pocket. 'Perhaps both, my Lord. Asmall, precautionary surveillance I set in place identified;someone highly placed in the Acoma spy network.' Hepaused, his thoughts branching off into inaccessibly vaguespeculation.

 

'What results?' Jiro prompted, in no mood for clevernessthat he lacked the finesse to follow.

 

Chumaka cleared his throat. 'He eluded us.'

 

Jiro looked nettled. 'How could this be good news?'

Chumaka shrugged. 'We know he was someone of

importance; the entire operation in Ontoset was doseddown as a result. The factor of the House of Habatucasuddenly became what he appeared to be: a factor.' Asan afterthought, he said, 'Business is terrible, so we mayassume that the goods being brokered by this man wereAcoma, not Habatuca.' He glanced at one of his documentsand folded it. 'We know the Habatuca are not Acomaminions; they are firmly in the Omechan Clan, andtraditionalists whom we might find useful someday. Theydon't even suspect this man is not their loyal servant, butthen they are a very disorganized house.'

 

Jiro tapped his chin with an elegantly manicured fingeras he said, 'This factor's removal is significant?'

Chumaka said, 'Yes, my Lord. The loss of that agentwill hamper Acoma operation in the East. I can assumethat almost all information coming from that region wasfunneled through Ontoset.'

 

Jiro smiled, no warmth in his expression. 'Well then,we've stung them. But now they also know we are watchingthem with our own agents.'

 

Chumaka said, 'That was inevitable, my Lord. I amsurprised they hadn't been aware of us sooner. Theirnetwork is well established and practiced. That we observedthem undetected as long as we did was something close tomiraculous.'

 

Seeing a gleam in his First Adviser's eyes, Jiro said,'What else?'
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'I said this was related to the long-dead Lord of theTuscai, from years before you were born. Just before Jinguof the Minwanabi destroyed House Tuscai, I had unearthedthe identity of one of the dead Lord's key agents, a grainmerchant in Jamar. When the Tuscai natami was buried,I assumed the man continued his role as an independentmerchant in earnest. He had no public ties to House Tuscai,therefore no obligation to assume the status of outcast.'

Jiro went still at this implied, venal dishonesty. A master'sservants were considered cursed by the gods if he should die;his warriors became slaves or grey warriors - or had, untilLady Mara had despicably broken the custom.

 

Chumaka ignored his master's discomfort, caught up ashe was in reminiscence. 'My assumption was incorrect, asI now have cause to suspect. In any event, that wasn't ofsignificance until recently.

 

'Among those who came and went in Ontoset were a pairof men I know to have served at the grain merchant's inJamar. They showed me the connection. Since no one besideLady Mara has taken grey warriors to house service, wecan extrapolate that the Spy Master and his former Tuscaiagents are now sworn to the Acoma.'

 

'So we have this link,' Jiro said. 'Can we infiltrate?'

'It would be easy enough, my Lord, to fool the grain merchant,and get our own agent inside.' Chumaka frowned.'But the Acoma Spy Master would anticipate that. He isvery good. Very.'

 

Jiro cut off this musing with a chopping motion.

Brought back to the immediate issue, Chumaka cameto his point. 'At the very least, we've stung the Acomaby making them shut down a major branch of theirorganisation in the East. And far better, we now know theagent in Jamar is again operative; that man must sooner orlater report to his master, and then we are back on the hunt.This time I will not let fools handle the arrangements and
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blunder as they did in Ontoset. If we are patient, in timewe will have a clear lead back to the Acoma Spy Master.'

Jiro was less than enthusiastic. 'We may waste all ourefforts, now that our enemy knows his inside agent wascompromised.'

 

'True, my master.' Incomo licked his teeth. 'But we areahead, in the long view. We know the former Tuscai SpyMaster works now for Lady Mara. I had made inroads intothat net, before the Tuscai were destroyed. I can resumeobservation of the agents I suspected as being Tuscai yearsago. If those men are still in the same positions, that simplefact will confirm them as Acoma operatives. I will set moretraps, manned by personnel whom I will personally instruct.Against this Spy Master we will need our best. Yes.' TheFirst Adviser's air became self-congratulatory. 'It is chancethat led us to the first agent, and almost netted us someonehighly placed.'

 

Chumaka wafted the document to fan his flushed cheeks.'We now watch the house, and I am certain our watchersare being watched, so I have others watching to see whois watching us . . .' He shook his head. 'My opponent iswily beyond comprehension. He-'

 

'Your opponent?' Jiro interrupted.

 

Chumaka stifled a start and inclined his head in respect.'My Lord's enemy's servant. My opposite, if you will. Permitan old man this small vanity, my Lord. This servant ofthe Acoma who opposes my work is a most suspicious andclever man.' He referred again to his paper. 'We will isolatethis other link in Jamar. Then we can pursue the next-'

'Spare me the boring particulars,' Jiro broke in. 'I hadthought I commanded you to pursue whoever is tryingto defame the Anasati by planting false evidence on theassassin who killed my nephew?'

 

'Ah,' Chumaka said brightly, 'But the two events areconnected! Did I not say so earlier?'
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Unaccustomed to sitting without the comfort of cushions,Jiro shifted his weight. 'If you did, only another mind astwisted as yours would have understood the reference.'

This the Anasati First Adviser interpreted as a compliment. 'Master, your forbearance is touching.' He strokedthe paper as if it were precious. 'I have proof, at last. Thoseeleven Acoma agents in the line that passed informationacross Szetac Province that were mysteriously murderedin the same month - they were indeed connected withfive others who also died in the household of Tasaio ofthe Minwanabi.'

 

Jiro wore a stiff expression that masked rising irritation.Before he could speak, Chumaka rushed on, 'They wereonce Tuscai agents, all of them. Now it appears they werekilled to eradicate a breach in the Acoma chain of security.We had a man in place in Tasaio's household. Thoughhe was dismissed when Mara took over the Minwanabilands, he is still loyal to us. I have his testimony, here.The murders inside Tasaio's estate house were done bythe Hamoi Tong.'

 

Jiro was intrigued. 'You think Mara's man duped thetong into cleaning up an Acoma mishap?'

 

Chumaka looked smug. 'Yes. I think her far too cleverSpy Master made the error of forging Tasaio's chop. Weknow the Obajan spoke with the Minwanabi Lord. Bothwere reportedly angry - had it been with each other,Tasaio would have died long before Mara brought himdown. If the Acoma were behind the destruction of theirown compromised agents, and they used the tong as anunwitting tool to rid themselves of that liability, then graveinsult was done to the tong. If this happened, the RedFlower Brotherhood would seek vengeance on its own.'

Jiro digested this with slitted eyes. 'Why involve the tongin what seems a routine cleanup? If Mara's man is as goodas your ranting, he would hardly be such a fool.'
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'It had to be a move of desperation,' Chumaka allowed.'Tasaio's regime was difficult to infiltrate. For our part, weplaced our agent there before the man became Lord, whenhe was Subcommander in the Warlord's army invadingMidkemia.' As Jiro again showed impatience, Chumakasighed. How he wished his master could be schooled tothink and act with more foresight; but Jiro had alwaysfidgeted, even as a boy. The First Adviser summed up.'Mare had no agents in House Minwanabi that were notcompromised. The deaths therefore had to be an outsidejob, and the tong's dealings with Tasaio offered a convenientremedy.'

 

'You guess all this,' Jiro said.

 

Chumaka shrugged. 'It is what I would have done inhis position. The Acoma Spy Master excels at innovation.We could have made contact with the net in Ontoset, andtraced its operation for ten years, and never once made theconnection between the agents in the North, the others inJamar, and the communication line that crossed Szetac. Tocome as far as fast as we have is more due to luck than tomy talents, master.'

 

Jiro seemed unimpressed by the topic that enthralled hisFirst Adviser. He seized instead on the matter closest toAnasati honor. 'You have proof that the tong acts on its

own volition,' he snapped. 'Then in planting evidence ofour collusion in Ayaki of the Acoma's assassination, theHamoi has sullied the honor of my ancestors. It must bestopped from this outrage! And at once.'

 

Chumaka blinked, stopped cold in his thinking. Hequickly licked his lips. 'But no, my worthy master. Forgivemy presumption if I offer you humble advice to thecontrary.'

 

'Why should we let the Hamoi Tong dogs shame HouseAnasati?' Jiro straightened on the bench and glared. 'Yourreason had better be good!'
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'Well,' Chumaka allowed, 'to kill Lady Mara, of course.Master, it is too brilliant. What more dangerous enemycould the Acoma have, other than a tong of assassins?They will spoil her peace past redemption, at each attemptto take her life. In the end, they will succeed. She must die;the honor of their brotherhood demands it. The HamoiTong do our work for us, and we, meantime, can divertour interests into consolidation of the traditionalist faction.'Chumaka wagged a lecturing finger. 'Now that war hasbeen forbidden to both sides by the magicians, Mara willseek your ruin by other means. Her resources and alliesare vast. As Servant of the Empire, she has popularity andpower, as well as the ear of the Emperor. She must not beunderestimated. Added to the advantages I have listed, sheis an unusually gifted ruler.'

 

Jiro spoke in swift rebuke. 'You sing her praises in mypresence?' His tone remained temperate, but Chumaka heldno illusions: his master was offended.

 

He answered in a whisper that no gardener or patrollingwarrior might overhear. 'I was never overly fond of yourbrother, Bunto. So his death was of little consequenceto me personally.' While Jiro's face darkened with rage,Chumaka's reprimand cut like a knife: 'And you werenever that fond of him, either, my Lord Jiro.' As theelegant, stiff-faced ruler acknowledged this truth, Chumakacontinued. 'You overlook the obvious: Mara's marriage toBunto instead of you saved your life . . . my master.' Shortof wheedling calculation, the First Adviser finished, 'So ifyou must entertain this hatred of the Servant of the Empire,I will seek her destruction with all my heart. But I willproceed calmly, for to let anger cloud judgment is notmerely foolish - with Mara it is suicide. Ask a shadegleaner at the Temple of Turakamu to seek communionwith Jingu, Desio, and Tasaio of the Minwanabi. Theirspirits will confirm that.'
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Jiro stared down at the ripples of water turned by theorange fish in the pool. After a prolonged moment, hesighed. 'You are right. I never did care for Bunto; hebullied me when we were children.' His hand closed intoa fist, which he splashed down, scattering the fish. 'Myanger may be unwarranted, but it burns me nonetheless!'He looked up again at Chumaka, his eyes narrowed. 'ButI am Lord of the Anasati. I am not required to make sense.Wrong was done to my House and it will be redressed!'

Chumaka bowed, dearly respectful. 'I will see Mara ofthe Acoma dead, master, not because I hate her, but becausethat is your will. I am ever your faithful servant. Now weknow who Mara's Spy Master is-'

 

'You know this man?' Jiro exclaimed in astonishment.'You've never once said you knew the identity of the TuscaiSpy Master!'

 

Chumaka made a deprecatory gesture. 'Not by name, norby looks, curse him for the brilliant fiend he is. I have neverknowingly met him, but I recognise the manner of his craft.It has a signature like that of a scribe.'

 

'Which is far from solid evidence,' Jiro was fast topoint out.

 

'Final proof will be difficult to get if I have recognised thesame man's touch. Should this former Tuscai Spy Masterhave taken Mara's service, the gods may smile upon us yet.He may be a master of guile, yet I know his measure. Mypast knowledge of the Tuscai operation in Jamar shouldenable us to infiltrate his operation. After a few years wemay have access to the man himself, and then we canmanipulate the intelligence in Mara's net as we desire.Our intent must be made behind diversionary maneuversto disrupt Acoma trade and alliances. Meanwhile the tongwill be seeking Mara's downfall as well.'

 

'Perhaps we could encourage the brotherhood's efforts

a bit,' Lord Jiro offered hopefully.
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Chumaka sucked in a quick breath at the mere suggestion.He bowed before starting to speak, which he only didwhen alarmed. 'My master, that we dare not try. Tong aretight-knit, and too deadly at their craft to meddle with. Bestwe keep Anasati affairs as far removed from their doings aspossible.'

 

Jiro conceded this point with regret, while his FirstAdviser proceeded with optimism. 'The Hamoi Brotherhoodis not one to act in hot blood; no. Its works on itsown behalf have ever been slow-moving, and cold. Traffichas passed between the Hamoi and Midkemia that I did notunderstand as it occurred; but now I suspect it has roots ina long-range attempt to hurt the Acoma. The Lady has awell-known weakness for barbarian ideas.'

 

'That is so,' Jiro conceded. His temper fled beforethoughtfulness; he regarded the play of the fish. No adviserof any house was more adept than Chumaka at stringingtogether seemingly unrelated bits of information. And allthe Empire had heard rumors of the Lady's dalliance witha Midkemian slave. That was a vulnerability well worthexploiting.

 

Cued by the softening of his master's manner, and judginghis moment with precision, Chumaka said, 'The Anasati canbear the tiny slight in the manner of the bungled evidence.Fools and children might believe inept information. Butthe wiser Ruling Lords all know that the tong keeps closeguard on its secrets. The powerful in the Nations will neverseriously believe such transparent ploys to link your namewith a hired killer. The Anasati name is old. Its honor isunimpeachable. Show only boldness before petty slurs, mymaster. They are unworthy of a great Lord's attention. Letany ruler who dares come forward to suggest the contrary,and you will correct the matter forcefully.' Chumaka endedwith a quotation from a play that Jiro favored. "'Small actspartner small houses and small minds."'
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The Lord of the Anasati nodded. 'You are right. My angertends sometimes to blind me.'

 

Chumaka bowed at the compliment. 'My master, I askpermission to be excused. I have already begun to considersnares that may be set for Mara's Spy Master. For whilewe appear to blunder about with the one hand revealedin Ontoset, that will draw the watchful eye away from theother, silently at work in Jamar to bring the dagger to thethroat of the Lady of the Acoma.'

 

Jiro smiled. 'Excellent, Chumaka.' He clapped in dismissal.While his First Adviser bowed again and hurriedaway, muttering possible plots under his breath, the Lordremained by the fish pool. He considered Chumaka'sadvice, and felt a glow of satisfaction. When the Assemblyof Magicians had forbidden war between his house andMara's, he had been covertly ecstatic. With the Ladydeprived of her army, and the clear supremacy she heldby force of numbers on the battlefield, the stakes betweenthem had been set even.

 

'Wits,' the Lord of the Anasati murmured, stirring thewater and causing the fish to flash away in confusedcircles. 'Guile, not the sword, w-ill bring the Good Servanther downfall. She will die knowing her mistake when shechose my brother over me. I am the better man, rend whenI meet Buntokapi after death in the Red God's halls, hewill know that I gave him vengeance, and also groundhis precious House Acoma under my heel into dust!'

Arakasi was late. His failure to return had the Acomasenior advisers on edge to the point where Force CommanderLujan dreaded to attend the evening's council.He hurried to his quarters to retrieve the plumed helmhe had shed during off-duty hours. His stride was purposeful,precise in balance as only a skilled swordsman'swould be; yet his mind was preoccupied. His nod to
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the patrolling sentries who saluted his passage wasmechanical.

 

The Acoma estate house had as many armed men in itshalls now as servants; privacy since Ayaki's murder wasnext to nonexistent, particularly at night, when extrawarriors slept in the scriptorium and the assorted wingsof the guest suites. Justin's nursery was an armed camp;Lujan reflected that the boy could hardly play at toy soldiersfor the constant tramp of battle sandals across the floors ofhis room.

 

Yet as the only carrier of the Acoma bloodline, afterMara, his safety was of paramount concern. LackingArakasi's reliable reports, the patrols walked their beatsin uncertainty. They were starting at shadows, half drawingswords at the footfalls of drudges secreted in corners to meettheir sweethearts. Lujan sighed, and froze, shaken alert bythe sound of a sword sliding from a scabbard.

 

'You there!' shouted a sentry, 'Halt!'

 

Now running, Lujan flung himself around a corner in thecorridor. Ahead, the warrior with drawn sword croucheddown, battle-ready. He confronted a nook deep in shadowwhere nothing appeared to be amiss. From behind, the tapand shuffle peculiar to a man moving in haste on a crutchwarned that Keyoke, Mara's Adviser for War, had alsoheard the disturbance. Too long a field commander toignore a warrior's challenge, he also rushed to find out whotrespassed in the innermost corridors of the estate house.

Let it not be another assassin, Lujan prayed as he ran.He strained to see through the gloom, noting that a lampthat should have been left burning was dark. Not a goodsign, he thought grimly; the council suddenly deferred bythis intrusion now seemed the kinder choice of frustrations.Snarls in trade and the uneasy shifting of alliances withinIchindar's court might be maddeningly puzzling withoutArakasi's inside knowledge. But an attack by another tong
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dart man this far inside the patrols was too harrowing adevelopment to contemplate. Though months had passed,Justin still had nightmares from seeing the black gelding'sfall . . .

 

Lujan skidded to a stop by the sword-bearing warrior,his sandal studs scraping the stone floor. 'Who's there?' hedemanded.

 

Old Keyoke thumped to a halt on the warrior's otherside, his dry shout demanding the same.

 

The warrior never shifted his glance, but made a fractionalgesture with his sword toward the cranny betweentwo beams that supported a join in the rooftree. A long-pastrepair had replaced a rotted section of wood. The estatehouse Mara and Hokanu inhabited was ancient, and thiswas one of the original sections. The slate scored white byLujan's battle sandals was close to three thousand yearsold, and rubbed into ruts from uncounted generations offootsteps. There were too many corners to shelter intruders,Lujan felt as he looked where his sentry pointed. A manlurked in the shadow. He stood with hands outstretchedin submission, but his face was suspiciously smudged, asif he had used lamp soot to blacken the telltale pallor ofhis flesh. ~

 

Lujan freed his sword. With inscrutable features, Keyokeraised his crutch, thumbed a hidden catch, and drew a thinblade from the base. For all that he had lost one leg, hebalanced himself without discernible effort.

 

To the intruder now faced with three bared blades, Lujansaid curtly, 'Come out. Keep your hands up if you don'twant to die spitted.'

 

'I would rather not be welcomed back like a cut of

meat at the butcher's,' replied a voice rust-grained asneglected iron.

 

'Arakasi,' Keyoke said, raising his weapon in salute. Hisax-blade profile broke into a rare smile.

'Gods!' Lujan swore. He reached out barehanded andtouched the sentry, who lowered his blade. The AcomaForce Commander shivered to realise how near Mara'sSpy Master had come to dying at the hands of a houseguard. Then relief and a countersurge of high spiritsmade him laugh. 'Finally! How many years have Keyokeand I attempted to set unpredictable patrols? Can it bethat for once, my good man, you failed to walk rightthrough them?'

 

'It was a rough trip home,' Arakasi conceded. 'Not onlythat, this estate has more warriors on duty than housestaff. A man can't move three steps without tripping oversomeone in armor.'

 

Keyoke sheathed his concealed blade and replaced hiscrutch beneath his shoulder. Then he raked his fingersthrough his white hair, as he had never been able to dowhen he was a field commander, perpetually wearing abattle helm. 'Lady Mara's council is due to begin shortly.She has need of your news.'

 

Arakasi did not reply, but pushed out from behind theposts that had hidden him from sight. He was robed as astreet beggar. His untrimmed hair was lank with dirt, hisskin was ingrained with what looked like soot. He smelledpervasively of woodsmoke.

 

'You look like something dragged out by a chimneysweeper,' Lujan observed, gesturing for the sentry to resumehis interrupted patrol. 'Or as if you had been sleeping intrees for the better part of a sevenday.'

 

'Not far from the truth,' Arakasi muttered, turning anirritated glance aside. Keyoke disliked waiting for anyone;now free to indulge the impatience he had repressed foryears while commanding troops, he had stumped on aheadtoward the council hall. As if relieved by the old man'sdeparture, Arakasi bent, raised the hem of his robe, andscratched at a festering sore.

 

.
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Lujan stroked his chin. Tactfully he said, 'You couldcome to my quarters first. My body servant is practicedat drawing a bath on short notice.'

 

A brief silence ensued.

 

At last Arakasi sighed. 'Splinters,' he admitted.

Since one terse word was all he was likely to receivein explanation, Lujan surmised the rest. 'They're infected.That means not recent. You've been too much on the runto draw them out.'

 

Another silence followed, affirming Lujan's surmise. Heand Arakasi had known each other since before HouseTuscai had fallen, and had shared many years as greywarriors. 'Come along,' the Force Commander urged. 'Ifyou sit in Lady Mara's presence in this state, the servantswill need to burn the cushions afterward. You stink like aKhardengo who lost his wagon.'

 

Not pleased by the comparison to an itinerant familymember that traveled from city to city selling cheapentertainment and disreputable odd jobs, Arakasi curled hislip. 'You can get me a metal needle?' he bargained warily.

Lujan laughed. 'As it happens, I might. There's a girlamong the seamstresses that fancies me. But you'll oweme. If I ask her for the loan of such a treasure, she is boundto make demands.'

 

Aware that few young maids in the household would notwillingly jeopardise their next station on the Wheel of Life

for the promise of Lujan's kisses, Arakasi was unimpressed.'I can as easily use one of my daggers.'

 

His apparent indifference set Lujan on edge. 'The newsyou bring is not good.'

 

Now Arakasi faced the Acoma Force Commander fully.Light from the lamp down the corridor caught on his gauntcheekbones and deepened the hollows under his eyes. 'Ithink I will accept your offer of a bath,' he respondedobtusely.
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Lujan knew better than to tease that his friend the SpyMaster also looked as if he had not eaten or slept for a week.The observation this time would have held more truth thanjest. 'I'll get you that needle,' he allowed, then hastened onin an attempt to ease Arakasi's ruffled pride through humor.'Though you certainly don't need it, if you're carrying yourknives. I doubt my sentry understood when he held youat swordpoint that you could have killed and carved himbefore he had a chance to make a thrust.'

 

'I'm good,' Arakasi allowed. 'But today, I think, not thatgood.' He stepped forward. Only now it became apparentthat he was far from steady on his feet. He awardedLujan's startled gasp of concern his blandest expressionof displeasure and added, 'You are on your honor not toallow me to fall asleep in your tub.'

 

'Fall asleep or drown?' Lujan quipped back, extendinga fast hand to assist the Spy Master's balance. 'Man, whathave you been up to?'

 

But badger though he might, the Force Commanderreceived no explanation from the Spy Master until thebath was done, and the helm retrieved, and the councilwas well on into session.

 

Keyoke was already seated in the yellow light castby the circle of lamps, his leathery hands crossed onthe crutch across his knees. Word of Arakasi's homecominghad been sent to the kitchens, and servants

hurried in with trays laden with snacks. Hokanu attendedat Mara's right hand, in the place normally occupiedby the First Adviser, while Saric and Incomo sat inlow-voiced conference opposite. Jican huddled with hisarms around his knees behind a mountainous pile ofslates. Bins stuffed with scrolls rested like bastionsat either elbow, while his expression looked faintlybeleaguered.

 

Arakasi ran his eyes quickly over the gathering and
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surmised in his dry way, 'Trade has not been going wellin my absence, I can see.'

 

Jican bristled at this, which effectively canceled anyone'simmediate notice of the Spy Master's ragged condition.'We are not compromised,' the little hadonra swiftlydefended. 'But there have been several ventures in themarkets that have gone awry. Mara has lost allies amongthe merchants who also have Anasati interests.' In visiblerelief, he finished, 'The silk auctions did not suffer.'

'Yet,' Incomo supplied, unasked. 'The traditionalistscontinue to gain influence. Ichindar's Imperial Whites morethan once had to shed blood to stop riots in Kentosani.'

'The food markets by the wharf,' Arakasi affirmed inspare summary. 'I heard. Our Emperor would do more tostop dissension if he could manage to sire himself an heirthat was not a daughter.'

 

Eyes turned toward the Lady of the Acoma as her staffall waited upon whatever she might ask of them.

Thinner than she had been on the occasion of Ayaki'sfuneral, she was nonetheless immaculately composed. Herface was washed clean of makeup. Her eyes were focusedand keen, and her hands settled in her lap as she spoke.'Arakasi has revealed that we are confronted' by a newthreat.' Only her voice showed the ongoing strain she yethid behind the Tsurani facade of control; never beforeAyaki's loss had she spoken with such a hard-edged clarityof hatred. 'I ask you all to grant him whatever aid he mayask without question.'

 

Lujan flashed Arakasi a sour glance. 'You had alreadydirtied her cushions, I now see,' he murmured with injuredirritation. Keyoke looked a touch disgruntled. The discovery was belated that the patrol which had finally caught theSpy Master lurking in the corridors had done so only afterhe had held a conference with the mistress, undetected byany. Aware of the byplay, but obliged by code of conduct
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to ignore it, the other two advisers inclined their heads inacceptance of the mistress's wishes. Only Jican fidgeted,aware as he was that Mara's decree would create additionalhavoc in the Acoma treasury. Arakasi's services came at highcosts of operation, which caused the hadonra unceasing,

hand-wringing worry.

 

A breeze wafted through the open windows above thegreat hall of the Acoma, carved into the side of the hillagainst which the estate house rested. Despite the brillianceof the lamps, the room was thrown into gloom in thefarthest corners. The cho-ja globes on their stands stayedunlit, and the low dais used for informal conferenceremained the only island of illumination. Those servantsin attendance waited a discreet distance away, within callshould they be needed but out of earshot of any discussion.Mara resumed, 'What we speak of here must be kept in ourcircle alone.' She asked Arakasi, 'How much time do youneed to spend upon this new threat?'

 

Arakasi gave a palms-upward shrug that revealed ayellow bruise on one wristbone. 'I can only surmise,mistress. My instincts tell me the organisation I encounteredis based to the east of us, probably in Ontoset. We have lightties between there and Jamar and the City of the Plains,since the cover was a factor's business. An enemy whodiscovered our workings to the west would see nothingbeyond coincidence in the eastern connection. Yet I do notknow where the damage originated. The trace could havestarted somewhere else.'

 

Mara chewed her lip. 'Explain.'

 

'I did some cursory checking before I returned to Sulan-Qu.'More nervelessly cold than Keyoke could be beforebattle, the Spy Master qualified. 'On the surface, our:trading interests seem secure to the west and north. Thatrecent expansion I have regrettably been forced to curtail:was located south and east. Our unknown opponent ma,
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have stumbled onto some operation we just set in place;or not. I cannot say. His effect has been felt very clearly.He has detected some aspect of our courier system, anddeduced of our methods to establish a network to observeus. This enemy has placed watchers where they are likelyto trap someone they hope they can trace back to aposition of authority. From this I extrapolate that ourenemy has his own system to glean advantage from suchan opportunity.'

 

Hokanu settled an arm- around Mara's lower back,though her manner did not indicate she needed comfort.'How can you be certain of this?'

 

Baldly Arakasi said, 'Because it is what I would havedone.' He smoothed his robe to conceal the welts thesplinters had marked on his shins. 'I was almost taken,and that is no easy feat.' His flat phrases implied a totallack of conceit as he raised one finger. 'I am worried becausewe have been compromised.' He lifted a second finger andadded, 'I am relieved to have made a clean escape. Ifthe team that gave me chase ever guessed whom theyhad cornered, they would have taken extreme measuresto be thorough. Subterfuge would have been abandonedin favor of my successful capture. Therefore, they musthave expected to net a courier or supervisor. My identity asAcoma Spy Master most likely remains uncompromised.'

Mara straightened in sudden decision. 'Then it seems awise course to absent yourself from this problem.' Arakasiall but recoiled in surprise. 'My Lady?'

 

Misinterpreting his reaction for hurt feelings that hiscompetence lay questioned, Mara attempted to soften herpronouncement. 'You are too critical to another problemthat needs attention.' She waved her dismissal to Jican,saying, 'I think the trade problems can wait.' While the

little man bowed his acquiescence and snapped fingers tocall his secretaries to help gather his tallies and scrolls,
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Mara commanded all the other servants to leave the greathall. When the great doubled doors swept dosed, leavingher alone with the inner circle of her advisers, she said toher Spy Master, 'I have something else for you to do.'

Arakasi spoke his mind plainly. 'Mistress, there existsa great danger. Indeed, I fear the master in commandof this enemy's spy works may be the most dangerousman alive.'

 

Mara betrayed nothing of her thoughts as she noddedfor him to continue.

 

'Until this encounter I had the vanity to consider myselfa master of my craft.' For the first time since discussion hadopened, the Spy Master had to pause to choose words. 'Thisbreach in our security was in no way due to carelessness.My men in Ontoset acted with unimpeachable discretion.For that reason, I fear this enemy we face could possiblybe my better.'

 

'Then I am decided on the matter,' Mara announced. 'Youshall turn this difficulty over to another that you trust. Thatway, if this unspecified enemy proves worthy of your praise,we suffer the loss of a man less critical to our needs.'

Arakasi bowed, his movement stiff with distress. 'Mistress-'Sharply Mara repeated, 'I have another task for

you.'

 

Arakasi fell instantly silent: Tsurani custom forbade aservant questioning his sworn ruler; and moreover theLady's mind was set. The hardness in her since the lossof her firstborn was not to be reasoned with; this muchhe recognised. That Hokanu sensed it also was plain, foreven he refrained from speaking out against his Lady'schosen course of action. The uncomfortable truth remainedunsaid: that no one else in Arakasi's vast network was eithercareful or experienced enough to counter a threat of thismagnitude. The Spy Master would not disobey his mistress,though he were in mortal fear for her safety. All he could do
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was work in convoluted patterns, obeying her command inthe literal sense, but evading what he could through generalaction. For the first, he must ensure that the man placed innominal charge of digging out this new organisation couldreport to him on a regular basis. Disturbed as he was thatLady Mara should dismiss this dire threat with such ease,he respected her well enough to at least hear her reasonsbefore he came to judgment against her. 'What is this othermatter, my Lady?'

 

His attentive manner smoothed Mara's sharpness. 'Iwould have you discover as much as may be learned aboutthe Assembly of Magicians.'

 

For the first time since taking service with Mara, Arakasiseemed startled by her audacity. His eyes widened and hisvoice dropped to a whisper. 'The Great Ones?'

 

Mara nodded toward Saric, since the slant the explanationmust take had been his particular study.

 

He spoke up from the far side of the circle. 'Severalevents over the last few years have caused me to questionthe Black Robes' motives. By tradition we take for grantedthat they act for the good of our Empire. But would itnot shed a different light on things if, in fact, that werenot so?' Saric's wry humor dissolved before a burningintensity of unease as he added, 'Most critically, whatif the Assembly's wisdom is pointed toward their ownself-interest? The pretext is stability of the nations; thenwhy should they fear the Acoma crushing the Anasati inthe cause of just revenge?' The Acoma First Adviser leanedforward with his elbows braced on crossed knees. 'Thesemagicians are hardly fools. I can't believe they don't realisethat by allowing the Lord who murders by treachery to

live unpunished, they plunge the Empire into strife mostextreme. An unavenged death is an express contradictionof honor. Without the political byplay of the High Council,deprived of the constant give-and-take between factions as
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a leavening agent, we are left with every house cast adrift,dependent upon the goodwill and promises of others tosurvive.'

 

To her Spy Master, Mara qualified, 'Within a year's time,a dozen houses or more will cease to exist, because I amforbidden to take the field against those who would returnus to the Warlord's rule. I am rendered powerless in thepolitical arena. My clan cannot raise sword against thetraditionalists, who now use Jiro as their front man. If Icannot make war upon him, I can no longer keep my pledgeto protect those houses who are dependent upon Acomaalliance.' Shutting her eyes for a moment, she seemed togather herself.

 

Arakasi's regard of his Lady sharpened as he understoodsomething: she had recovered from her mourning enoughto have regained reason. She knew in her heart that theevidence against Jiro was too obvious to take seriously.But the cost of her loss of control at the funeral must bemet without flinching: she had shamed her family name,and Jiro's guilt or lack of it was moot point. To admit hisinnocence now was to make public admission of her error.This she could not honorably do without a worse questionarising. Did she believe her enemy was clean of Ayaki'sblood, or was she simply backing down from exactingretribution for Ayaki? Not to avenge a murder was anirrevocable forfeit of honor.

 

Regret as she might the heat of her rage and her wrongthinking, Mara could do nothing but manage the situationas if all along she believed in the Anasati's treachery. To doother was not Tsurani, and a weakness that enemies wouldimmediately exploit to bring her downfall.

 

As if to escape distasteful memories, Mara resumed,'Within two years, many we would count allies will bedead or dishonored, and many more who are neutralmight be persuaded or driven by political pressure into

.
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the traditionalist camp. The depleted Imperial Party willface off, but, without us, with the disastrous probabilitythat a new Warlord will reinstate the Council. Should thatsad day dawn, the man to wear the white-and-gold mantlewould be Jiro of the Anasati.'

 

Arakasi rubbed his cheek with a knuckle, furiouslythinking. 'So you think the Assembly may be tinkeringin politics for the reason of its own agenda. It is true thatthe Black Robes have always been jealous of their privacy.I know of no man who has entered their city and spoken ofthe experience. Lady Mara, to pry into that stronghold willbe dangerous, and very difficult, if not outright impossible.They have truth spells that make it impossible to insinuatesomeone into their ranks. I have heard stories . . . though Imight not be the first Spy Master to attempt an infiltration,no one who crosses a Great One with deceit in his heartlives to a natural end.'

 

Mara's hands twisted into fists. 'We must find a way toknow their motives. More, we must discover a way to stoptheir interference, or at least to gain a clear delineation ofwhat parameters they have set us. We must know how muchwe may accomplish without raising their wrath. Over time,perhaps a means can be found to negotiate with them.'

Arakasi bowed his head, resigned, but already at workon the grand scale the problem required. He had neverexpected to live to old age; puzzles, even dangerous ones,were all the delight he understood, though the one his Ladyhad proposed was all too likely to invite a swift destruction.'Your will, mistress. I shall begin at once to realign theinterests of our agents to the northwest.' Negotiation was a

futile hope, one Arakasi rejected at the outset. To bargain atall, one must have either force to command or a persuasivereward as enticement. Power and popularity Mara had, buthe, too, had witnessed the display of a single magician'smight when the Imperial Games had been disrupted by
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Milamber. Lady Mara's thousands of warriors, and thoseof all her friends and allies, were as nothing compared tothe arcane forces the Assembly commanded. And what inthe world under heaven could anyone have that a GreatOne could desire and not simply take for the asking?

Chilled, Arakasi considered the last alternative to effectcoercion: extortion. If the Assembly held a secret thatit would sHl favors to keep any others from knowing,something it would be willing to grant concessions for, toensure Mara kept her silence . . . The very idea was sheerfolly. The Great Ones were above any law. Arakasi judgedit more likely that even should he be lucky enough to findsuch a secret, the Black Robes would simply seal Mara'spermanent silence by putting her horribly to death.

Saric, Lujan, and Keyoke understood this, he sensed, fortheir eyes were upon him most closely as he rose and madehis final bow. This time, Mara dared too much, and theyall feared for the outcome. Cold to the core of his spirit,Arakasi turned away. Nothing about his manner indicatedthat he cursed a savage fate. Not only must he sidetrackwhat instinct warned might be the most perilous threat totarget Lady Mara so far, but he would even have to abandonany effort at effecting a countermeasure. Whole sections ofhis vast operation must be rendered dormant until after hehad cracked an enigma no man had ever dared attempt.The riddle waited to be unraveled, beyond the shores ofa nameless body of water, known only as the lake thatsurrounds the isle of the City of the Magicians.
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Two years passed.

 

No renewed attempts to assassinate the Lady of theAcoma came, and while all remained watchful, the senseof immediate risk had diminished.

 

The tranquility that settled over the estate house aspredawn light rinsed the sleeping chamber was all the moreto be treasured. Pressures brought on by recent unfavorabledevelopments in trade and the friction between politicalfactions steadily brought more stresses to bear upon HouseAcoma's resources.

 

But now, only patrols were stirring, and the day's messengersbearing news had yet to arrive. A shore bird calledoff the lake. Hokanu tightened his arms around his belovedLady. His hands touched the ivory-smooth skin over herbelly and a slight fullness there alerted him. Suddenly, themornings she had closeted herself away from him and evenher most trusted advisers made sense. An ecstatic flush ofpleasure followed the obvious deduction. Hokanu smiled,his face pressed into the sweet waves of her hair.

'Have the midwives told you yet whether the new Acomaheir is to be a son or a daughter?'

 

Mara twisted in his arms, her eyes wide with indignation.'I did not tell you I was pregnant! Which of my maidsbetrayed me?'

 

Hokanu said nothing; only his smile widened.

 

The Lady reached down, grasped his two wrists, whichwere locked around her still, and concluded, 'I see. Mymaids were all loyal, and I still cannot keep any secretsfrom you, husband.'
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But she could; as clear as the rapport between them couldbe, there were depths to her that even Hokanu could notfathom, particularly since the death of her firstborn, as ifgrief had laid a shadow on her. Although her warmth asshe laid her face against her husband was genuine, and herpleasure equally so as she whispered formally into his earthat he was soon going to be a father by blood, as wellas through adoption, Hokanu sensed a darker undertone.Mara was troubled by something, this time not relatedto Ayaki's loss, or to the Assembly's intervention in herattempt to bring vengeance on Jiro. Equally, he sensed thatthis was not the moment to broach any inquiry into heraffairs.

 

'I love you, Lady,' he murmured. 'You had betteraccustom yourself to solicitude, because I'm going tospoil you shamelessly every day until the moment yougive birth.' He turned her in his arms and kissed her.'After that, we both might find I had acquired a habittoo fine to break.'

 

Mara snuggled against him, her fingers trailing across hischest. 'You are the finest husband in the Empire, beloved farbetter than I deserve.'

 

Which was arguable, but Hokanu held his peace. Heknew she loved him deeply and gave him as much care andsatisfaction as any woman was capable of; the profoundlysensed certainty that something indefinable was missingfrom her side of the relationship was a feeling he hadexhausted himself trying to fathom. For the Lady neverlied to him, never stinted in her affections. Still she hadmoments when her thoughts were elsewhere, in a placehe could never reach. She needed something his instinctswarned him he lacked the means to provide.

 

A pragmatic man, he did not try to force the impossible,but built upon their years together a contentment and apeace that were enduring and solid as a monument. He had
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succeeded in giving her happiness, until the dart struck thehorse that killed her son.

 

She shifted against him, her dark eyes apparently fixedupon the flower garden beyond the opened screen. Breezescaused her favorite kekali blossoms to nod, and their heavyperfume swirled through the chamber. Far off, the breadcook could be heard berating a slave boy for laziness; thesounds of the dispatch barge being loaded at docksidereached here, strangely amplified by still water and themist-cloaked morning quiet.

 

Hokanu caught Mara's fingers and stroked them, andby the fact that they did not immediately respond knewshe was not thinking of ordinary commerce.

 

'Is it the Assembly on your mind again?' he asked,knowing it was not, but also aware that an obliqueapproach would break the cold space around her thoughtsand help her make a start at communicating.

 

Mara closed her grip on his hand. 'Your father's sister hastwo boys, and you have a second cousin with five children,three of them sons.'

 

Unsure where this opening was leading, but also catchingher drift, Hokanu nodded. He reflexively followed up onher next thought. 'If something were to happen to Justinbefore your child was born, my father could choose amongseveral cousins and relations to find a successor after mefor the Shinzawai mantle. But you should not worry, love;I fully intend to stay alive and keep you safe.'

Mara frowned, more troubled than he had originallyguessed. 'No. We've been through this. I will not see theAcoma name merged with that of the Shinzawai.'

Hokanu drew her close, aware now of what lay beneathher tenseness. 'You fear for the Acoma name, then Iunderstand. Until our child is born, you are the last ofyour line.'

 

Her tenseness as she nodded betrayed the depths of a fear
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she had wrestled with and kept hidden for the interveningspan of two years. And after all she had gone through tosecure the continuance of her ancestors' line, only to sufferthe further loss of her son, he could not fault her.

'Unlike your father, I have no remaining cousins, and noother option.' She sucked a quick breach, and plunged aheadto the heart of the matter.

 

'I want Justin sworn to the Acoma natami.'

 

'Mara!' Hokanu said, startled. 'Done is done! The boyis almost five years of age and sworn already to theShinzawai!'

 

She looked stricken. Her eyes were- too large in herface, and her bones too prominent, the result of grief andmorning sickness. 'Release him.'

 

There was an air of desperation about her, of determinedhardness he had seen only in the presence of enemies; andgods knew, he was not an enemy. He stifled his initialshock, reached out, and again drew her against him. Shewas shaking, though her skin was not chilled. Patiently,carefully, he considered her position. He tried to unravelher motivations and achieve an understanding that wouldgive him grounds to work with her; for he realised, for hisfather's sake, that he would be doing no one any favorsby changing Justin's house loyalty - least of all the boy.By now the child was old enough to begin to comprehendthe significance of the name to which he belonged.

The death of an elder brother had fallen hard enough onthe little one without his becoming the pawn of politi=cs.Much as Hokanu loved Mara, he also recognised that Jiro'senmity was more threat than he would wish to place on theshoulders of an innocent child. '

 

The rapport shared between the Lady and her consortcut both ways; Mara also had the gift of tracking Hokanu'sinner thoughts. She said, 'It is a lot more difficult to murdera boy who is able to walk, talk, and recognise strangers
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than an infant in a crib. As Shinzawai heir, our new babywould be safer. A house, a whole line, would not be endedby one death.'

 

Hokanu could not refute such logic; what cost himpeace and prevented his agreement was his own affectionfor Justin, not mentioning that his foster father, Kamatsu,had come to dote on the boy. Did a man take a child oldenough to have tasted the joys of life, and thrust himinto grave danger? Or did one set an innocent infantat risk?

 

'If I die,' Mara said in a near whisper, 'there will benothing. No child. No Acoma. My ancestors will lose theirplaces on the Wheel of Life, and none will remain to holdAcoma honor in the eyes of the gods.' She did not add,as she might have, that all she had done for herself wouldhave gone for nothing.

 

Her consort pushed himself upright against the pillows,drew her to lean against him, and combed back her darkhair. 'Lady, I will think on what you have said.'

Mara twisted, jerking free of his caress. Beautiful, determined,and angry, she sat up straight and faced him. 'Youmust not think. You must decide. Release Justin from hisvows, for the Acoma must not go another day without an

heir to come after me.'

 

There was an edge of hysteria to her. Hokanu read pastthat, to another worry, one she had not yet mentioned,that he had missed in the turmoil. 'You are feelingcornered because Arakasi has been so long at the taskyou set him,' he said on a note of inspiration.

The wind seemed to go out of Mara's sails. 'Yes. PerhapsI asked too much of him, or began a more perilous coursethan I knew when I sent him to attempt to infiltrate theaffairs of the Assembly.' In a rare moment of self-doubt, sheadmitted, 'I was hotheaded, and angry. In truth, things havegone more smoothly than I first feared. We have handled the
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upsurge of the traditionalist offensive without the difficultyI anticipated.'

 

Hokanu heard, but was not deceived into belief that sheconsidered the affair settled. If anything, the quiet timesand the minor snarls that erupted in trade transactionswere harbingers of something deeper afoot. Tsurani Lordswere devious; the culture itself for thousands of years hadapplauded the ruler who could be subtle, who could effectconvoluted, long-range plotting to stage a brilliant victoryyears later. All too likely, Lord Jiro was biding his time,amassing his preparations to strike. He was no Minwanabi,to solve his conflicts on the field of war. The Assembly'sedict had effectively granted him unlimited time, and licenseto plot against the Acoma through intrigue, as was hispenchant. ~

 

Neither Mara nor Hokanu chose to belabor this point,which both of them feared. An interval of quiet stretchedbetween them, filled with the sounds of the estate beginningto wake. The light through the screen changed from grey torose-gold, and birdsong filtered in over the call of officersoverseeing the change in the guard - warriors who had notpatrolled so near the estate house before Ayaki's death.

Unspoken also was the understanding that the Anasatimight in fact have been the target of the faked evidence carriedby the tong. Jiro-and the old-line traditionalists wished Maradead, which made his enmity logical. Yet a third faction mightbe plotting unseen, to create this schism between the Acomaand Anasati alliance that had been sealed with Ayaki's life.The attempt had been against Mara; had she died accordingto plan, her son would have inherited, as heir. Hokanu, inthe vulnerable position of regent, would have been left tomanage a sure clash between the Acoma, in an attempt toretain their independence as his Lady would have desired,and the Anasati, who would seek to annex that house onthe strength of their blood tie to the boy.
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But if the contract with the tong that had seen Ayaki killedhad not been under Jiro's chop, all that had transpired sincemight be playing into the hands of some third party, perhapsthe same Lord whose spy net had breached Arakasi'ssecurity.

 

'I think,' said Hokanu with gentle firmness, 'that weshould not resolve this issue until we have heard fromArakasi, or one of his agents. If he has made headway inhis attempt to gain insight into the Great Ones' council, hisnetwork will send word. No news is best news, for now.'

Looking pale and strained, and feeling chilled as well,Mara nodded. The discomforts of her pregnancy wereshortly going to make conversation difficult, in any event.She lay, limp in her husband's arms, while he snappedhis fingers and called for her maids. It was part of hissingular devotion that kept him at her side through herearly hours of illness. When she offered protest that hesurely had better things to do with his time, he onlysmiled.

 

The clock chimed. Mara pushed damp hair from her browand sighed. She closed her eyes a moment, to ease theongoing strain of reviewing the fine print of the tradefactor's reports from Sulan-Qu. Yet her interval of restlasted scarcely seconds.

 

A maid entered with a tray. Mara started slightly at theintrusion, then resigned herself to the interruption as theservant began laying out a light lunch on the small laptable beside the one she had left cluttered with unfinishedbusiness.

 

As the mistress's regard turned her way, the maid bowed,touching forehead to floor in obeisance very near to aslave's. As Mara suspected, the girl wore livery trimmedin blue, Shinzawai colors.

 

'My Lady, the master sent me to bring you lunch. He says
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you are too thin, and the baby won't have enough to growon if you don't take time to eat.'

 

Mara rested a hand on her swollen middle. The boy childthe midwives had promised her seemed to be developingjust fine. If she herself looked peaked, impatience andnerves were the more likely cause rather than diet. Thispregnancy wore at her, impatient as she was to be donewith it, and to have the question of heirship resolved. Shehad not realised how much she had come to rely uponHokanu's companionship until strain had been put uponit. Her wish to name Justin as Acoma heir had exacted ahigh cost, and she longed for the birth of the child, that thealtercation with Hokanu could be set behind them both.

But the months until her due date seemed to stretch intoinfinity. Reflective, Mara stared out the window, where theakasi vines were in bloom and slaves were busy with shearstrimming them back from the walk. The heavy perfumereminded her of another study, on her old estate, and a dayin the past when a red-haired barbarian slave had upset herconcept of Tsurani culture. Now, Hokanu was the only manin the Empire who seemed to share her progressive dreamsand ideas. It was hard to speak to him, lately, without theissue of progeny coming between.

 

The maid slipped out unobtrusively. Mara regarded thetray of fruit, bread, and cold cheeses with little enthusiasm.Still, she forced herself to fill up a plate and eat, howevertasteless the food seemed on her tongue. Past experiencehad taught her that Hokanu would come by to check onher, and she did not wish to face the imploring tendernessin his eyes if she followed her inclinations and left the mealuntouched.

 

The report that had occupied her was far more seriousthan it appeared at first glance. A warehouse by the riverhad burned, causing damage to the surplus hides held offthe spring market. The prices had not been up to standard
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this season, and rather than sell leather at such slightprofit, Jican had consigned them for later delivery to thesandalmaker's. Mara frowned. She set her barely touchedplate aside, out of habit. Although it was no secret that,of all the houses in the Empire, hers was the only oneto provide sandals for its bearer slaves and field hands,until now the subject only made her the butt of socialsmall talk. Old-line traditionalist Lords laughed loudlyand long, and claimed her slaves ran her household;one particularly cantankerous senior priest in the templeservice of Chochocan, the Good God, had sent her a tartmissive cautioning her that treating slaves too kindly wasan offense against divine will. Make their lives too easy, thepriest had warned, and their penance for earning heaven'sdisfavor would not be served. They might be returned onthe Wheel of Life as a rodent or other lowly beast, to makeup for their lack of suffering in this present life. Saving thefeet of slaves from cuts and sores was surely a detrimentto their eternal spirits.

 

Mara had returned a missive of placating banalities to thedisaffected priest, and gone right on supplying sandals.

But the current report, with her factor's signature andimpression of the battered chop used on, the weeklyinventories, was another matter. For the first time anenemy faction had sought to exploit her kind foible to thedetriment of House Acoma. The damaged hides would befollowed, she was sure, with a sudden, untraceable rumorin the slaves' barracks that she had covertly arranged thefire as an excuse to spare the cost of the extra sandals.Since possession of footwear gave not only comfort, but

also considerable status to the slaves in Acoma service, inthe eyes of their counterparts belonging to other houses,the privilege was fiercely coveted. Though no Tsurani slavewould ever consider rebellion, as disobedience to masteror mistress was against the will of the gods, even the
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thought that their yearly allotment of sandals might berevoked would cause resentment that would not showon the surface but would result in sloppy field work, ortasks that somehow went awry. The impact on Acomafortunes would be subtle, but tangible. The sabotage to thewarehouse could become an insidiously clever ploy, becausein order to rectify the shortage of leathers, Mara might drawthe attention of more than just an old fanatic in the templelikely to write a protest to her. It could be seen in certainquarters that she was vulnerable, and temples that werepreviously friendly to her could suddenly become 'neutral'to a point just short of hostility.

 

She could ill afford difficulties from the priesthood at thistime, not with the Emperor's enemies and her own allied incommon cause to ruin her.

 

The lunch tray remained neglected as she took up deanpaper and pen and drew up an authorisation for the factorin Sulan-Qu to purchase new hides to be shipped to thesandalmaker's. Then she sent her runner slave to fetch Jican,who in turn was ordered to place servants and overseers onthe alert for rumors, that the question of footwear for theslaves might never become an issue. ~

 

By the time the matter was resolved, the fruit sat ina puddle of juices, and the cheeses-had warmed on theplate in the humid midafternoon air. Involved with thenext report in the file, this one dealing with a tradetransaction designed to inconvenience the Anasati, Maraheard footsteps at the screen.

 

'I am finished with the lunch tray,' she murmured withoutlooking up.

 

Presuming the servant would carry out the remains of hermeal with the usual silent solicitude, she held her mind onits present track. But however many caravans were robbed,however many Anasati hwaet fields burned, no matter howmany stacks of cloth goods were diverted on their way to
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market, or ships were sent to the wrong port, Mara foundlittle satisfaction. Her heartache did not lessen. She grippedthe parchments harder, searching the penned lines for someway to make her enemy feel her hatred in the place thatwould hurt the most.

 

Hands reached over her shoulder, pulled the report fromher grip, and gently massaged her neck, which had grownsore from too little movement. 'The cooks will be askingto commit suicide by the blade when they see how littleyou cared for their lunch tray, my Lady,' Hokanu said inher ear. He followed the admonition with a kiss on thecrown of her head, and waited while Mara reddened withembarrassment at mistaking him for a servant.

 

She went on to ruefully regard the uneaten meal. 'Forgiveme. I became so involved that I forgot.' With a sigh, shefumed in her husband's embrace and kissed him back.

'What was it this time, more mildew in the thyza sacks?'he asked, a twinkle in his eyes.

 

Mara rubbed her aching forehead. 'No. The hides forthe sandalmaker's. We'll purchase replacements.'

Hokanu nodded, one of the few men in the Empire whowould not have argued that sandals for slaves were a wasteof good funds. Aware how lucky she was to have such ahusband, Mara resumed his embrace and heroically reachedfor the food tray.

 

Her husband caught her wrist with a firmness beyondargument. 'That meal is spoiled. We'll have the servantsbring a fresh tray, and I'll stay and share it with you. We'vespent too little time together lately.'

 

He moved around her cushion, his swordsman's graceas always lending beauty to what Mara knew were a lethalset of reflexes. Hokanu wore a loose silk robe, belted withlinked shells and a buckle inlaid with lapis lazali. His hairwas damp, which meant he had come in from the bath hecustomarily took after working out with his officers.

162 Mistress of the Empire

 

'You might not be hungry, but I could eat a harulth. Lujanand Kemutali decided to test whether fatherhood had mademe complacent.'

 

Mara returned a faint smile. 'They are both soakingbruises?' she asked hopefully.

 

Hokanu's reply was rueful. 'So was 1, until a fewminutes ago.'

 

'And are you complacent?' Mara pressed.

 

'(gods, no,' Hokanu laughed. 'Never in this house. Justinambushed me twice on the way to my bath, and once againwhen I got out.' Then, unwilling to dwell on the subject ofthe son that had become a bone of contention betweenthem, he hurried to ask what kept the frown line betweenher eyes so prevalent. 'Unless you're scowling to test mycomplacency also,' he ended.

 

Mara was surprised into a laugh. 'No. I know how lightlyyou sleep, dear heart. I'll know you're getting complacenton the night you stop starting up and tossing pillows andbedclothes at the slightest hint of a strange noise.'

Happy to see even a moment of mirth from her, Hokanuclapped for a servant to attend to the spoiled lunch tray,and to send to the kitchen for a fresh one. By the time hehad disposed of even so brief a detail, he looked back atMara and, by the faraway look in her eyes, knew he hadlost her to contemplation. Her hands had gone tense inher lap, interlocked in the habitual way she assumed whenthinking upon the task she had laid for her Spy Master.

His hunch was confirmed presently when she said, 'Iwonder how far Arakasi has gotten in his attempt toinfiltrate the City of the Magicians.'

 

'We shall not discuss the question until after you haveeaten,' Hokanu said in mock threat. 'If you starve yourselfanymore, there will be nothing left to you but an enormousbelly.'

 

'Filled with your son and future heir!' Mara retorted,
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equally playful, but not at all her unusually perceptive self,by her reference to a sensitive topic.

 

Hokanu let the reference pass, in favor of keeping herpeaceful enough to enjoy the fruits and light breads andmeats he had sent for. On second thought, Arakasi'sattempt upon the security of the Assembly of Magicianswas probably the safer choice of conversation.
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Arakasi at that moment sat in a noisy roadside tavern in thenorth of Neshka Province. He wore the striped robe of a freecaravan drover, authentically scented with needra, and hisright eye seemed to have acquired a cast. The left squintedto compensate, and also to disguise the tendency it had towater at the burning taste of the spirits reputedly brewedby Thun from tubers that grew in the tundra. Arakasi wethis tongue again with the vile liquor, and offered the flaskto the caravan master he had spent the last hours attemptingto cajole into intoxication.

 

The caravan master had a head for spirits like a rock.He was a bald man, massively muscled, with a thunderouslaugh, and a regrettable tendency to slap his companionson the back: probably the reason why the benches oneither side of him stayed empty, Arakasi reflected. Hehad bruises across his rib cage from being' slammedagainst the table edge by the man's boisterous thumps.He could have chosen a better subject to pump forinformation, he realised in hindsight. But the other caravanmasters tended to band together with their crews, and

he needed one who stood apart. To insinuate himselfamong a tight-knit group, and to pry a man away fromhis fellows was likely to take too much time. He hadthe patience, had many times spent months gaining theconfidence of targeted individuals to gain the intelligenceMara required. But here, in the deserted northern tavern, aman with close-knit friendships would be apt to remember
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a stranger who asked things that a local driver wouldalready know.

 

'Argh,' the huge caravan master bawled, entirely tooloudly for Arakasi's liking. 'Don't know why any manwould choose t'drink such piss.' The man hefted the flaskin one ham fist and squinted dubiously at the contents.'Tastes poisonous enough to sear out yer tongue.' He endedhis diatribe by taking another huge swallow.

 

Arakasi saw another comradely slap coming, and bracedhis palms against the plank table barely in time. The blowstruck him between the shoulder blades, and the trestleshook, rattling cheap clay crockery.

 

'Hey!' shouted the owner of the hostelry from behindthe counter bar. 'No brawling in here!'

 

The caravan master belched. 'Stupid man,' he confidedin a spirit-laden whisper. 'If we were of a mind to wreckthings, we'd heave the tables through the walls and bringthe stinkin' roof down. Wouldn't be losing much. There'swebspinners in the rafters and biting bugs in the loftbedmats, anyway.'

 

Arakasi regarded the heavy lumber that made up thetrestle's construction, and conceded that it could serve asa battering ram. 'Heavy enough to crack the gates to theCity of Magicians,' he murmured on a suggestive note.

'Hah!' The burly man slammed the flask down so hardthe boards rattled. 'Fool might try that. You heard aboutthe boy who hid out in a wagon, last month? Well, I tellyou, the servants of those magicians searched though thegoods, and didn't find the kid. But when the wain rollsthrough the arches of the gates nearside o' the bridge to theisland, well, this beam of light shoots down from the archan' fries the cover off the wool bale the boy was huddled in.'The drover laughed and hit the table, causing the crockeryto jump. 'Seven hells! I tell you. The magicians' servants areall running around yelling out a warning, shoutin' death 'n'
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destruction. Next we know, the boy's ahowlin' loud enoughto be heard clear to Dustari, and then he's sprintin' down theroad back into the forest like his butt's on fire. Found himlater, hiding out in a charcoal burner's shed. Not a markon him, mind, but it was days before he'd stop crying.' Thecaravan master put his finger to his temple and winkedknowingly. 'They scrambled his head, you see. Thoughthe was being eaten by fire demons or some such.'

Arakasi digested this while the caravan master tookanother pull from the flask. He wiped his lips on his hairywrist and peered at Mara's Spy Master. His voice loweredto a tone of menace. 'Don't even joke about trying to crossthe gate to the magician's city. Mess with the Assembly, andall of us lose our jobs. I've got no wish to end my life as aslave, none at all.'

 

'But the boy who tried to sneak in as a prank did notlose his freedom,' Arakasi pointed out.

 

'Might as well have,' the caravan master said morosely.He drank another draught. 'Might as well have. He can'tsleep for getting nightmares, and days he walks around likeone already dead - still got a scrambled head.'

Lowering his voice out of fear the caravan master said,'I hear they have ways of knowing what's in the minds ofthose who try to come to the island. 'Cause ''t was thisprankish lad, they let him live. But I've heard tales that ifyou mean them harm -' he held his hand out, thumb turneddown -'you find yourself at the bottom of that lake.' Nowwhispering, he went on, 'The lake bottom is covered withbodies. Too cold down there for them to bloat up and rise.The dead just stay down there.' With a nod to affirm hisstatement, the caravan master concluded in normal tone,'Magicians don't like to be messed with, there's a fact.'

'Here's to letting them be,' Arakasi hooked back theflask and drank in an unusual fit of pique. The assignmentMara had set him was damned near impossible. Caravans
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traveled only as far as the gate to the river bridge. There,the crews surrendered their reins to servants from the innercity, and each load was vigorously searched before the goodsrolled forward. The bridge did not go all the way across thelake, but ended in a water landing, where inbound supplieswere offloaded into boats, and inspected a second time.Then polemen ferried them across, into the City of theMagicians.

 

This was the third man to relate the fate of intruders:no one infiltrated the City of Magicians, and any whotried were transported magically to a watery grave or elsedriven mad.

 

Confronted by a bleak conclusion, Arakasi sucked fromthe flask to fortify himself. Then he surrendered the remainsof the liquor to the hairy caravan master, and slippedunobtrusively out to use the privy.

 

In the stinking dimness of the road hostel's privy, Arakasistudied the coarse board walls where passing caravan teamshad scribbled or scratched a motley assortment of initials,derisive comments on the quality of the hostel's beer, thenames of favored ladies of the Reed Life left behind inbordellos to the south. Among them was the mark hesought, done in white chalk: a simple stick figure, standing.By the drawing's knees was what looked to be a stray line,as if the artist's hand had skipped a beat, in his haste. Butseeing this, Arakasi closed tired eyes and breathed a sighof relief.

 

His agent, who happened to be a charcoal burner's errandboy, had been by, and the news was good. The warehouseoperation where he had nearly been netted by enemies hadbeen out of the message network for two and half years andat long last the dyer across the street had promoted his eldestapprentice. The tradesman's son who applied for the nowvacant position would be an Acoma agent. At last Arakasi
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could begin to rebuild his network. The warehouse had beenoperating solely as a business since the disaster of his nearcapture. The proprietor had accepted his demotion fromspy to business factor with stone-faced resignation. Bothhe and Arakasi were anxious to start laying off various staffmembers and stevedores, but this could not be done in toomuch haste; the men were valuable, some useful as agentsin some better distant post, but not if the trade house wasstill under enemy scrutiny. And, judging by the smoothnessof the net that had nearly caught him, Arakasi dared notassume otherwise. Slowly, painstakingly, he must come atthe problem from another angle. An agent at the dyer whocould observe who still watched the warehouse would tellhim much.

 

Abruptly aware that he must not spend overlong in theprivy, he performed the expected ablutions and departedthrough the creaky wooden door. It occured to him, onunpleasant intuition, that the vacancy in the dyer's shopmight not be so fortuitous, after all. If he were that cleverenemy, might he not be trying to set his own agent into theposition? What better way to keep watch on the warehouse,after all, since loiterers and beggars on corners were farmore conspicuous as plants. ~

 

Chilled by cold certainty, for he believed his enemy tobe as clever as himself, Arakasi cursed and spun around.Muttering as if he had forgotten something, he barged pastthe drover's boy who crossed the yard toward the privy,and slammed back in through the door.

 

'There it is, gods be praised,' he muttered, as if misplacingimportant items in stinking public facilities were an everydayoccurrence. With one hand he twisted a mother-of-pearlbutton off his cuff, and with the other he erased the headof the chalk figure and scratched an obscene mark besideit with his nail.

 

He hurried out and, confronted by the furious boy whose
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errand he had interrupted, shrugged. He flashed the buttonin apology. 'Luck charm from my sweetheart. She'd kill meif I lost it.'

 

The drover's boy grimaced in sympathy and rushed ontoward the privy; he'd had more of the hostel's beer thanwas healthy, by the look of him. Arakasi waited until thedoor banged fully closed before he slipped off into the woodby the roadside. With any luck, the charcoal burner's ladwould happen by within the week. He would see the alteredchalk mark, and the obscenity that signaled for an aborton the placement of the agent as dyer's apprentice. AsArakasi moved soundlessly through tree needles, underan unseasonally grey sky, he ruminated that it mightindeed be more profitable to have the lad who finallytook the apprenticeship watched; if he was innocent ofany duplicity, no harm would result, and if he was a doubleagent, as Arakasi's intuition told him, he might lead backto his master . . .

 

Later, Arakasi lay belly down in dripping bushes, shiveringin the unaccustomed chill of northern latitudes. Light rainand a wind off the lake conspired to make him miserable.Yet he had spent hours here, on several different occasions.From this vantage point in the forest, on a jutting peninsula,he could observe both the bridge gate and the boat landingwhere servants loyal only to the magicians loaded inboundgoods into skiffs and ferried them across to the city. Hehad long since concluded that a smuggled entry by way ofthe trade wagons was a doomed enterprise. The caravanmaster's tale had only confirmed his suspicion that inboundgoods were also surveyed by magical means for intruders.What he looked for now was a way to gain entrance to thecity by stealth, avoiding the apparently all-seeing arch overthe bridgeway.

 

The isle lay too far across the water to swim over to it.
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From where Arakasi hid, its buildings appeared blendedtogether into a mass of pointed towers, one of which was tallenough to pierce into the clouds. Through the ship's glasshe had bought from a shop on the seacoast, he could makeout steep-walled houses and looping, arched walkways thatcut through the air between. The lakeshore was crammedwith stone-fronted buildings, oddly shaped windows, andstrange arched doorways. There were no walls and, as faras he could tell, no sentries. That did not rule out defencesof arcane means; but plainly the only way an intruder mightenter the city was a night crossing by boat, and then thescaling of some garden wall, or seeking some cranny togain access.

 

Arakasi sighed. The job was a thief's work, and he neededa boat in a place where there were neither habitationsnor fishing settlements. That meant smuggling one in onboard a wagon, no easy task where inbound caravans werecomprised of men who all knew one another intimately.Also, he would require a man trained in stealth, and suchwere not found in honest trades. Neither problem promiseda fast or an easy solution. Mara would have a long waitfor information that might, in all honesty, be impossible toacquire. ,

 

Ever a practical man, Arakasi arose from his damphollow and turned into the forest. He rubbed a crick in hisneck, shook moisture from his clothing, and made his wayback toward the road hostel. As he walked, he pondereddeeply, a habit that more times than not had given riseto accurate intuition. He did not press the issue thatimmediately frustrated him, but pursued instead anotherproblem, one that had not seemed significant at first, butwas becoming an increasing aggravation.

 

Try as he might, he could not seem to get a start at placingnew agents in the Anasati household. Only one operativeremained active, and that one was elderly, an old confidant
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of Jiro's father's that the young Lord had taken a disliketo. The servant had been relegated to a position of littleimportance, and what news he heard was only slightlymore informative than street gossip. For the first time,Arakasi wondered whether his failed attempts to replacethat agent might be significant beyond coincidence.

They had appeared innocuous, certainly, each of seventries foiled by what had seemed ill luck or poor timing:Jiro in a temper, a factor in too belligerent a mood togrant an old friend favors; and most lately, an illness ofthe stomach that prevented a trusted servant from makinga recommendation for recruiting a newcomer.

 

Arakasi stopped dead, unmindful of the rain, which hadbegun to fall much harder. He did not feel the cold andthe wet that slid in droplets down his collar, but shiveredinstead from inspiration.

 

He had been a fool, not to suspect sooner. But chance maynot have been behind such a string of seemingly unrelatedmisfortunes. What if, all along, his attempts to infiltratethe Anasati household had been blocked by a mind moreclever than his own?

 

Chilled to the bone, Arakasi started forward. He had longadmired the enemy's First Adviser, Chumaka, whose flairfor politics had benefited the Anasati since Jiro's father'stime. Now Arakasi wondered whether it was Chumaka'scleverness he fenced with, as unseen antagonist.

The thought continued, inexorably: was it possible thatan Anasati presence was behind the byplay at the silkwarehouse? The elegance of this possibility appealed toMara's Spy Master. One gifted enemy made more sensethan two unrelated foes with equal brilliance.

Deeply disturbed, Arakasi hurried his step. He neededto get himself warm and dry, and to find a comfortablecorner where he could think undisturbed. For each balkedeffort showed that he faced a rival equal to his best efforts.
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It was distressing to consider that a connection might existbetween such a man and Mara's gravest enemy, even moreby the possibility that this rival might exceed his talents.

Getting a spy into the City of the Magicians wasan impossible enterprise and its importance paled toinsignificance before the threat posed to Mara's spy networkby Jiro's adviser. For Arakasi had no illusions. Hisgrasp of the Game of the Council was shrewd and to thepoint. More than a feud between two powerful families wasat play here. Mara was a prominent figure in the Emperor'scourt, and her fall could touch off civil war.
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Chumaka frowned.

 

With increasing irritation, he scanned the reports stuffedbetween the sheafs of notes he had prepared for his master'sforthcoming court session. The news was none of it good.He raised a hand and chewed a fingernail, frustrationmaking him savage. He had been so dose to tracing theSpy Master behind the original Tuscai network! It had beenpredictable that the net in Ontoset would be shut down asa result of the bungling chase at the silk warehouse. Butwhat made no sense at all was that after a passage of timeapproaching three years, the seemingly unrelated branchin Jamar should still be kept dormant as well.

Those ruling houses who undertook the trouble andexpense of spy nets tended to become addicted to them. Itwas simply inconceivable that any Lord grown accustomedto staying informed by covert means should suddenly, forthe discovery of one courier, give up his hard-earnedadvantage. Lady Mara most of all; she was bold or cautiousas circumstance dictated, but never one to be unreasonablyfearful. The death of her son could not have changed herbasic nature so radically. She could be depended upon to useevery means at her disposal, and never be deterred by oneminor setback. Chumaka flinched slightly as tender fleshtore under the worrying gnaw of his teeth. He blotted thebleeding hangnail on his robe and shuffled his papers intoorder in disturbed preoccupation. The situation botheredhim. Each day Jiro was closer to demanding his answersoutright. The First Adviser to House Anasati was loath toadmit he was growing desperate. He had no choice but to
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consider the unthinkable: that this time he might have runup against an opponent who outmatched him.

 

The idea rankled, that any mind in the Empire couldoutmaneuver Chumaka.

 

Yet such a possibility could not be dismissed. In his gut heknew that the network was not disbanded, merely dormantor turned toward an unexpected quarter. But where? Andwhy? Not knowing was costing Chumaka sleepless nights.Black circles and pouches under his eyes gave his alreadyangular visage a careworn look.

 

The scrape of oiled wood roused Chumaka from distressedreverie. Already servants were pulling aside thescreens in the grand hall in preparation for Jiro's publiccourt. Omelo had the Lord's honor guard in place besidethe dais, and the hadonra was overseeing disposition ofhis factors and secretaries. Within minutes, those allies orhouses seeking court with the Lord of the Anasati wouldbe arriving, escorted to their places in order of rank. LordJiro would enter last, to hear petitioners, exchange socialthat, and, sometimes, negotiate new business.

 

Chumaka snapped the papers in his hand into a roll andstuffed them into his satchel. Muttering, he stalked to thedais to be sure his preferred cushions were arranged to hissatisfaction. The list of Jiro's guests was a long one, and thiscourt could last into the evening. A skinny man with lankybones, Chumaka liked plenty of padding under his rumpthrough extended sessions. Physical aches he regarded as adistraction to his thinking, and with this rival Spy Masterso far adept at eluding him, he could not afford to missany nuance of what transpired.

 

The grand hall slowly filled. Servants hurried in and outbringing refreshments and directing the placement of fanslaves. The day outside was hot, and Jiro's subde habitwas to be sure his guests were cool and comfortable.He catered to them to extend their patience, and they,
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believing he spoiled them to win their favor, felt their egosstroked enough that they often granted him concessionsmore magnanimous than they had intended at the outset.

Lord Jiro entered with little fanfare. His scribe calledout his name, and only two warriors marched on eitherside, a half step behind their master. Today his clotheswere simply cut, though sewn of the finest silk. He chosecarriage and clothing that were rich but not ostentatious,and that could be interpreted as firm and manly, or boyishlyinnocent, depending on the advantage he wished to press.Chumaka regarded the ambivalent effect and stroked hischin, thinking: were Jiro not chosen by the gods to wear theAnasati mantle, he might have made a superb field agent.

Then such frivolous speculation was cut short as theyoung master ascended the dais. His warriors flanked himas he took his place on his cushions and made formalpronouncement. 'The court begins.'

 

Then, as his steward moved among the guests to announcethe first on the roster,Jiro leaned over to confer in quiet toneswith Chumaka. 'What need I pay close attention to, this day,my First Adviser?'

 

Chumaka tapped his chin with a knuckle. 'To endeavorto compromise the Xacatecas' support of Lady Mara, we'llneed allies. More to the point, we'll need their wealth.Consider the offer of the Lord of the Matawa to ship ourgrains to the South in exchange for certain concessions.'He pulled the appropriate note from the many sheaves thatjammed his satchel and swiftly scanned the lines. 'The Lordwishes a favorable match for his daughter. Perhaps thatbastard nephew of your cousin's might suffice? He's young,but not ill-favored. Marriage into a noble house wouldredirect his ambition and, down the line, provide us withanother ally.' Chumaka lowered his voice as others beganto approach the dais. 'Rumor has it that this Lord Matawais trading with Midkemians from the city of LaMut.'
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Jiro heard this with a look askance. 'Rumor? Or thegleanings of one of your listeners?'

 

Chumaka cleared his throat, keeping this point deliberatelyambiguous. 'I remind my Lord that many of

those involved in LaMutian merchant consortiums wereborn in Tsuranuanni, and they may provide us withthe same advantage the Acoma enjoy in their exclusivetrading concessions.' He finished in a thick whisper, 'Mareanticipated well when she got her dispensation from theKeeper of the Imperial Seal. She acted on an outside guessand tied up the obvious goods coming through the rift fromMidkemia. But because she moved on the generalities of awild hunch, she didn't anticipate everything. There are ahalf-dozen items we can import that would make us rich,and while Mara might successfully block Anasati attemptsto traffic goods from Midkemia, there's little she can do toprevent the LaMutians from selling across the rift to theLord of the Matawa.'

 

Jiro smiled. 'How badly does Lord Matawa wish anexclusive shipping license? And how ugly is his daughter?'

Chumaka smiled broadly. 'His daughter takes after amother who looks like a dog, a particularly ill-aspecteddog, in fact. There are two younger sisters also. Both ofthese have crooked teeth, and only the eldest can be givenaway with the title. Their father needs a bigger treasury ifhis youngest children are to escape the fate of becomingthe consorts of low-born merchants. That means the Lordof the Matawa desires this trading concession very badlyindeed.'

 

As a delegate from the most minor house approached thedais and gave his bow of respect, Jiro concluded his conferencewith Chumaka. 'Your counsel seems sound. I willproceed to make the Lord of the Matawa a happy man.'

He faced politely forward to hear his first petitioner,when a disturbance at the rear of the hall turned half the
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heads in the room. A florid man in a purple robe had thrusthis way past the door servants. These were slaves, and infear of their master's displeasure, they cast themselves facedown in obeisance at their lapse. The man who had intrudedpaid no heed but rushed headlong into the hall, ignoring theastonished protest of the Anasati house servants in relentlesspursuit on his heels. He swept past the seated rows of Jiro'sguests, with no more heed of them than if he had been alonein the great hall. Striding directly down the long approach tothe dais, and causing the war banners to swing in the raftersin a wake of disturbed air, he skidded to a stop before Jiro.Too agitated for manners or ceremony, he shouted, 'Do youhave any idea of what she has done!'

 

The delegate he had displaced looked ruffled; Jiro himselfwas discommoded, but he covered this with a swift glanceat Chumaka, who murmured the appropriate name behindhis hand in a tone only his master could hear.

To control this startling confrontation, Lord Jiro said inhis chilliest tone, 'Welcome, Lord Dawan. You seem .. .discommoded.'

 

The thick necked man thrust his head forward, lookinglike a needra bull attempting to shove through a fence toreach a cow in full season. Nearly spitting with anger, hewaved both hands in the air. 'Discommoded? My Lord, Iam ruined!'

 

Aware of muttering in the hall, as Lords and delegateswere made to wait through this blatant breach of goodmanners, Jiro raised a placating voice. 'Lord Dawan, please,be seated lest your distress cause you to be overcome by theheat.' At a signal from their Lord, Anasati servants rushedforward to bring the distraught man cold refreshment.

Disdaining to appear to show favoritism, Lord Jirospoke quickly, aware he must bridle the other petitioners'resentment, and to quickly assess whether he could gainimpromptu advantage from the interruption. Dawan of
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the Tuscobar was an occasional business associate andan unsure ally. Jiro's inability to win him clearly to hiscause had been an irritation, but the inconvenience wasminor. The far-reaching ramifications of this byplay wereanything but small. House Tuscobar held influence withthe Lord of the Keda, whose support in any confrontationwith Mara would net the Anasati a solid advantage. Jirojudged the alliance would be critical in the future, whenthe traditionalist plot to reinstate the High Council finallymet with success.

 

Above the disgruntled murmurs of his petitioners, LordJiro called, 'Let all who seek aid of the Anasati takeheed. My house listens with sympathy to the difficultiesof established friends. My Lord of the Tuscobar, what hashappened?'

 

The heavyset Lord took a swallow from the glass of coldjuice he had been handed by Jiro's staff. He gulped in aneffort to compose himself. 'My entire fleet, carrying everylast grain of my year's harvest, was sunk!'

 

Jiro's eyes widened in astonishment. 'Sunk? But how?'

'Some malignant spell spun by that witch,' Dawananswered.

 

'Witch?' Jiro raised his eyebrows. ~i ~

 

Dawan set his juice aside in favor of the wine offeredby a hovering servant. He drank deeply and wiped hismouth before he felt fortified enough to qualify. 'Mare

of the Acoma. Who else? Everyone knows that as Servantof the Empire she has unlimited luck, and the gods' favor.She has ruined me by sending false directions to my fleetmaster, ordering him to ship this year's harvest to Dustariinstead of the grain market at Lepala!' Lord Dawan nearlywept in frustration as he said, 'That would have been badenough. I would merely have been reduced to penury. Butan unseasonal storm hit a week out of Jamar, and every lastship was sunk! I am ruined.' He eased his sorrows by taking
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another heroic drink of wine. 'I swear by my ancestors, Jiro:I will never again shirk my support of your efforts to endthis woman's evil influence.' ~

 

Jiro rested his chin on his fist. After deep thought, he said,'I thank you for acknowledging the risks inherent in LadyMara's departures from tradition but had you said nothing,I would still help an old family friend.' He turned at onceto Chumaka. 'Have our hadonra write a letter of creditsfor Lord Tuscobar.' To Dawan he added, 'Freely borrowas much as you need. Take as long as you wish to repayus, on whatever terms you think fair.'

 

Dawan stiffened, the wine forgotten as he regarded Jirowith suspicion. 'Interest?'

 

As if granting largesse to the needy were a daily occurrence,Jiro waved his hand. 'None! I will make no profitfrom a friend's misfortune.' Quietly he added, 'Especiallyif that distress is caused by my enemy.'

 

Dawan rose. He made an extravagant bow. 'Jiro, leteveryone present stand as witness! You are a man ofunceasing nobility and generosity. Your ancestors lookdown and are proud.' He bowed again, belatedly deferentialto the patience of the others awaiting the Anasati Lord'sattention. 'And I beg forgiveness for interrupting thisworthy gathering.'

 

Jiro rose. Indicating Chumaka should join him, hepersonally escorted the Lord of the Tuscobar to a side door,where he murmured in comradely farewell, 'Nonsense.There is nothing to forgive. Now, retire to one of my bathsand refresh yourself. Remain for the evening meal, evenspend the night if you'd like and return home tomorrow.'He appointed a slave to lead the flattered and slightlyintoxicated Lord of the Tuscobar away.

 

As he moved to return to his dais, playing the role ofmagnanimous Lord to perfection, Chumaka murmured,'It's strange, don't you think? Why would Mara wish to
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harm a fence-sitter like Dawan? This makes no sense byany measure.'

 

Jiro glanced at his First Adviser in immense amusement.'But she didn't. I arranged the forger myself. It was I whosent those false orders to Dawan's shipmaster.'

Chumaka bowed low, chuckling silently. Quietly, so notone of the petitioners could hear, he said, 'You surprise me,my Lord. You are growing into a seasoned player, both inshah and in the Game of the Council. How did you contriveto cast blame on Mara?'

 

Jiro seemed smug. 'Our hadonra spread rumors, at myorder. Dawan and others were made aware of the insultsand misdeeds done us by the Lady over the past severalyears. I merely copied her methods and let Dawan drawhis own conclusions.' Stepping decisively back toward thedais, he added, 'Oh, and by making sure Dawan heard thatAcoma grain is being shipped this season to the markets atLepala.'

 

Chumaka flushed with obvious pleasure. 'Admirable, mymaster. Clever enough to have been an idea I wish I hadthought of first.'

 

As the Lord and his First Adviser mounted his dais,they shared the identical thought: each considered himselffortunate to have the other, for they worked remarkablywell together. When the old High Council was restoredand the secret of Mara's spy net was cracked, then wouldthe Lady have cause to worry, for not even the formidableluck of a Servant of the Empire was going to spare herhouse from destruction.

 

Mara paced in frustration. For weeks the coolness between

herself and her husband separated them like a wall.Hokanu's resistance to her desire to see Justin renouncehis ties to Shinzawai to become the Acoma heir wasunderstandable. Hokanu's affections were as deep as if
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the boy had been his own. Ayaki's death had turned himmore protective as a parent, and, reminded of that IQSS,Mara felt bitterness that never seemed to lessen.

She paused between restless steps, one hand on the screenthat overlooked her private garden. Oh, for one hour withold Nacoya and her wisdom, she wished in vain. Heronetime nurse, foster mother, and First Adviser had alwaysoffered insight straight to the heart of any difficulty. Evenwhen Mara had refused advice or persisted in taking risksunacceptable to the old woman, Nacoya had always seenclear and true. In matters of the heart, her perception hadbeen unmatched. Mara sighed. It had been Nacoya who hadnoticed her mistress's growing affection for the barbarianslave Kevin, long before Mara admitted the possibility oflove to herself. The old woman's counsel was sorely needednow. Mara attempted to conjure Nacoya's voice, but thebeloved woman's shade rested far away this day.

A kick inside her belly ended her reverie. She gasped,pressed a hand to her swollen middle, and met the discomfortwith a smile. Her unborn child had the strength of abarbarian tiger cub. Surely Hokanu would feel differentlywhen he beheld his newborn first child. The pride offatherhood would soften him, and he would cease hisstubbornness and give in to her demand that Justin benamed Acoma heir. The flesh that was of his own bloodwould make him understand that this was the gods' will,that this babe whose begetting they had shared was theproper heir to the title Lord of the Shinzawai.

Mara leaned against the lintel of the screen, anticipatingthe happiness of the occasion. She had borne two children,one by a man she loathed and another by a man sheadored. Both little ones had given her something completelyunexpected; what had begun as a duty of honor inthe begetting of Ayaki, the necessity of ensuring Acomacontinuance, had been transformed to a joyous reality
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as she came to love the heir for whom she labored. Itwas her offspring that would inherit the greatness of theAcoma. Once a child was held, his baby laughter givingher delight, never again could family honor seem a distant,abstract thing.

 

Mara keenly awaited the moment when Hokanu wouldfeel this magic for himself. The birth of their son wouldbring them closer, and end this cold contention of wills.Peace would return between them, and both Acoma andShinzawai children would grow into the greatness oftheir future.

 

While Mara had never been consumed by passion for theman she cherished as husband, she had come to rely on hiscloseness. His understanding was a comfort, his wisdoma shelter, his wit a relief from danger and worry, andhis quiet, intuitive understanding a tenderness she couldnot live without. She missed him. His love had becomethe linchpin of her happiness, all unnoticed until she hadbeen forced to go without. For while he was ever close by,he was increasingly absent in spirit. More deeply than shecould have imagined, that lack caused her pain.

The reminders were unceasing; the casual touch of hishand to her face that had not happened as she wakened; theslight upturning of his mouth that indicated humor duringcourt that today had been nowhere in evidence. They nolonger shared their afternoon tray of chocha, while Hokanuscanned reports from military advisers and she reviewedthe commerce lists from far-flung trading factors presenteddaily by Jican. Their relationship had grown silent andstrained and though Hokanu had made no issue of thematter, he had extended his practice at arms to keep busythrough the hours they had once spent in companionship.No sharp words were exchanged, nor anything doseto heated argument, yet the disagreement over Justin's

heirship was a presence that poisoned everything they did.
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Mara stroked the taut flesh over her womb, praying thisestrangement would end once their new son was born.

Besides Nacoya, Hokanu was the only soul she had metwho could follow her thoughts without misunderstandings.Another kick slammed her innards. Mara laughed. 'Soon,little one,' she whispered to the baby.

 

A servant who waited in attendance started at the soundof her voice. 'Mistress?'

 

Mara stepped heavily away from the screen. 'I want fornothing but this child, who seems as anxious as I am to seehimself born.'

 

The servant tensed in alarm. 'Should I call for-'

Mara held up her hand. 'No, there is time yet. Themidwife and the healer say another month at least.' Shefurrowed her brow. 'But I wonder if perhaps this babycould be early.'

 

A polite knock sounded at the inner doorway. Marapulled her robe more comfortably over her gravid body,and nodded for the servant to open the screen to thehall. Jican, her hadonra, bowed from outside the portal.'Mistress, a trader is here seeking permission to bargain.'

That Jican would trouble her for a matter he would normallyattend to himself, was unusual. He had managed hervast holdings long enough that he could anticipate almostany decision she might make, even those he disagreed with.Anxious to know what had arisen, Mara said, 'What doyou wish?'

 

Always diffident in situations outside of the ordinary,Jican replied carefully, 'I think you should see this man'swares, mistress.'

 

Glad for the diversion on yet another afternoon withoutHokanu's company, Mara clapped for her maid to bring hera robe more suitable for a stranger's company. Tucked into along-sleeved, loose-waisted garment of shimmering silk, shemotioned for her hadonra to lead the way. The guest trader
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waited in the shaded, pillared hall in the wing that housedthe scribes. Mara and Jican passed through the cavernouscorridors that tunneled partially through the hillside fromthe sunny quarters she shared with Hokanu. Made awareby Jican's quick step that he was fidgety, Mara asked, 'Arethe wares this trader offers something special?'

'Perhaps.' The little hadonra gave a sideways glance thatconfirmed his uneasiness. 'I think your judgment is neededto appraise this man's offer.'

 

Years of his loyal service had taught Mara to heed herhadonra's hunches. When he did not immediately launchinto a description of the offered goods, the Lady was movedto prompt, 'What else?'

 

Jican halted. '1. . .' Uncertainty blossomed into hesitation.He bobbed an apologetic bow, then blurted, 'I am notsure how to treat this man, mistress.'

 

Familiar enough with the hadonra's foibles to realise thatquestions would distress him further, Mara simply strodeon in receptive silence.

 

In another few steps, the explanation was forthcoming.Jican said, 'Because he is . . . was Tsurani.'

Mara pondered this detail. 'From LaMut?' LaMut wasruled by Hokanu's brother, and most trading delegationsfrom the Kingdom included a former Tsurani soldier, to actas translator. Jican nodded, transparently relieved he hadnot needed to coach her further. 'A Tsurani who prefersKingdom ways.'

 

The reason for the hadonra's uneasiness was plainer:while Mara might bend tradition and swear masterlessmen to Acoma service, the concept of anyone preferringto remain without house ties on a foreign world - nomatter that one of them was Hokanu's brother, Kasumi wastoo alien to understand, even for her. And that such aman headed the trading delegation made negotiations moredelicate than usual.
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The long, interior corridor opened at last into a colonnadedportico that fronted the south side of the estatehouse. The gravel path leading to the main doorway ranalongside, and there, shaded by ancient trees, waited thevisiting merchant's retinue, a small group of bearers andten bodyguards. Mara's eyes widened. She did not noteat first that there were more guards than usual becausethey were so tall! More careful study revealed them to beMidkemians all, a rare enough detail that the sentries onduty at the estate entrance stared surreptitiously as theykept watch. Scraps of a conversation in foreign speechreached Mara's ears, and the accent, so familiar, madeher pause a fraction between steps. Memories of Kevinof Zun flooded through her, until Jican's hand-wringingimpatience recalled her to present obligations. Masteringherself instantly, she hastened on into the service wing,toward the hall where the merchant awaited.

 

That man sat correctly beneath the informal dais sheused while negotiating with outsiders. Sacks and carryboxes of sample wares were arrayed by his side, whilehis hands rested in plain sight upon his knees. He worea splendid silk robe recognisably of foreign manufacture:the sheen was different, and the dyes blended in patternsnever seen in Tsuranuanni. The effect was bold just barelyshort of insolent, Mara decided, watching the man throughnarrowed eyes as she approached. Although this man hadpresented himself as a merchant, he outfitted himself asbefitted the highest Ruling Lord of the Empire. Yet theman was no noble; in place of the customary house chopembroidered on sash or shoulder, the barbarous symbol ofLaMut, a doglike creature called a wolf, was displayed. Theman was arrogant, Mara decided as she allowed Jican tohelp her up the shallow stair and to her cushions.

Still, the stranger had impeccable manners. When theLady was comfortable, he bowed until his forehead touched
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the mat upon which he knelt. He paused long enough toimply deep respect, while Jican gave his name to themistress. 'My lady, this is Janaio, of the city of LaMut.'

Janaio straightened with grace and smiled. 'Honors toyour house, Good Servant. Are you well, Lady Mara?'

Mara inclined her head. 'I am well, Janaio of ...LaMut.'

 

A detail leaped out at her. This man wore gold! Marapinched back a breath of undignified surprise. By imperialedict, all jewelry and personal effects made of metalwere carefully cataloged upon entry through the rift fromMidkemia. Traders from the barbarian world were oftenoutraged as their boots were confiscated and plain sandalsloaned to them while they embarked on their travels withinthe Empire; but the impounded items were always returnedwhen they left. The imperial treasury had learned a roughlesson when the first entourage of Midkemians resumedhome without their boots, and the economy of LashProvince had been turned on its head by the iron nailsdrawn from the soles and changed for centis.

 

The trader fingered the chain about his neck. 'I have givensurety that I will not leave this behind, Lady Mara,'`he said,in response to her notice. This reminded her of his Tsuraniorigins, as no barbarian would have been trusted to keephis word in the face of temptation. Midkemians professedno belief in the Wheel of Life, so honor did not bind themto fear loss of the gods' favor.

 

Mara maintained an outward calm. The man was bold!While such an ornament might be a modest possession fora wealthy man beyond the rift, in Kelewan it was equal tothe income of a minor house for a year. As well this manknew. His public display of such treasure was a calculatedostentation. Mara waited in reserved expectancy to see justwhat this trader wished to gain with his bargaining.

When she had determined that a suitable interval had
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passed to remind him of his place, she asked, 'Now, what;may I do for you?'

 

The man did not miss nuance: that the Tsurani phrase wastranslated from the King's Tongue. Mara's clever openinginformed him without undue fuss that she had arrangedaffairs with Midkemian traders before. He gave her badeimpeccable Tsurani protocol. 'I am a modest broker incertain spices and delicacies, mistress. Given my history'_~he gestured broadly-'! am advantageously placed to knowthose products unique to my adopted homeland that wouldprove profitable in the Empire.'

 

Mara nodded, conceding his point. Janaio resumed iningratiating fashion. 'But rather than waste your valuablehours speaking, I would beg your indulgence to let my waresspeak for themselves.'

 

Stirred to curiosity, Mara said, 'What do you propose?',

Janaio indicated the various carry boxes and sacks at,his elbow. 'Here I have samples. As it is near the hourwhen many within the Empire cease activities to indulge;in a cup of chocha, perhaps you would care for something;more exotic?'

 

Unhappily reminded that Hokanu customarily sharedsuch a moment to take refreshment with her, Mararepressed a sigh. She was tired, and in need of a nap,for the baby-inside her interrupted her sleep at nights'There is little time for this.'

 

'Please,' Janaio said quickly. He bowed in attempt toease her mind. 'I will not keep you overlong. You will berewarded, both in pleasure and in riches, I assure you.'

Jican bent close to his Lady. 'Let me call for a food tastermistress,' he advised.

 

Mara regarded her hadonra closely. He also was intrigued,but more, he had something else to tell about this mysterioustrader from beyond the rift. She reached down and drew out'the fan tucked behind her sash. Flipping it open and using it

.

 

.
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to hide her lips from her visitor, she whispered, 'What elseshould I know of this man?'

 

Jican looked uncomfortable. 'A suspicion,' he murmuredso that only she could hear. 'I received word from a factorwho is friendly to us. This Janaio has also made overturesto the Lord of the Matawa.'

 

'Who is a firm supporter of the traditionalists and Jiro.'Mara fluttered her fan. 'Do you think he hopes that ourrivalry will help him to drive a tough bargain?'

The hadonra pursed his lips, thinking. 'That I cannot say.It is possible. Should he have wares of unusual worth, thehouse that gains concessions will benefit greatly.'

That settled Mara's mind on the matter. She must notallow the fatigue of pregnancy to cede any advantage tothe Anasati uncontested. She clapped for her runner anddispatched him to the kitchens to fetch a cook who wouldserve her as taster. She also asked for Saric and Lujan, sincefurther counsel might be required of them later.

Janaio met her precautions with obsequious approval.'Most wise, Lady Mara. Though I assure you, my intentionsare only honest.'

 

Mara crossed her hands over her middle without comment.No precautions were too stringent when she was sonear to term with Hokanu's child. She waited, unresponsive

to Janaio's attempts to make conversation, until her adviserarrived at her summons.

 

Saric's look of surprise as he entered revealed he hadtaken the man to be Midkemian, sporting Empire fashion.One glance at the Acoma First Adviser caused Janaio tostraighten where he sat. As if his instincts warned thatSaric's insights were to be respected, he crisply listed hissureties. 'For the sake of easing your worry, great Lady,since the foodstuffs I carry are so exotic that no one in thisland will be familiar enough with their taste to detect anytampering, I propose that I share each cup with you.'
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Unimpressed by gold chain and grand rhetoric, Saric metthis pronouncement with a lack of expression. He watchedintently as the trader made a display of pushing back hissleeves, to show that he wore no ring or bracelet, and thatnothing was contained within his robe. 'If you will haveyour servants prepare hot water, three pots, and cups fromyour own stores, I will provide the ingredients. Then youmay choose which cup I am to taste and which you will.'Smiling in the teeth of Saric's quiet, he said, 'If it pleaseyou, Lady, I will bear the risk equally.'

 

Intrigued in spite of her First Adviser's reserve, Marasaid, 'What are you attempting to bring to our Empire?'

'Fine beverages, mistress. A wonderful assortment offlavors and pungent drinks that will astonish your palate.Should this venture prove profitable, and I assure you it will,then I will also bring exotic wines and ales to the Empirefrom the finest vintners and brewers in the Kingdom ofthe Isles.'

 

Mara weighed her impressions. No wonder this man hadremained on Midkemia. He might have served as a housesoldier before the final battle of the Riftwar, but he was aborn merchant. She cast a sidelong glance as Lujan arrivedand marched smartly to take his place behind her. If fatehad cast him on the other side of the rift, given his glibtongue and facile mind, he might perhaps have been theone to sit here, selling exotic wares.

 

The surmise was somehow reassuring. Still, it was not hernature to trust readily, particularly when Saric had given noword in favor of this stranger's proposal. Mara chose tochallenge the connection with her Anasati enemy. 'Whatwas your arrangement with the Lord of the Matawa?'

Janaio flashed her a grin in the manner of a bornMidkemian. Where another Tsurani ruler might be putoff by such openness, Mara had known Kevin too wellto misunderstand; if anything, the foreign mannerism set
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her at ease. Janaio went on, 'You heard about my talks, butI assure you they are no secret. The wares I carry are luxuriesand need delicate handling and skillful negotiators to placethem in the proper markets. I would be a poor merchant ifI failed to examine all options. The Lord of the Matawa hassent many emissaries through the rift seeking to establish abrokerage.'

 

Mara's lips thinned as she pondered the implicationsof this. Jican whispered something to Saric, who noddedand quietly touched her arm. 'My Lady, we know thatthe Matawa wish to make inroads in your trade market.They cannot disturb your imperial patent that gives youexclusive license for certain items, but they hope to becomea rival presence to lure any nonexclusive trade they canwean away from our factors. They could legally establishexclusive trade rights beyond the rift, where we have nocontrol. Arakasi's report holds that funding for the venturemight well come from Jiro.'

 

Sick that politics should increasingly come to drive eventhe most innocuous of ventures, Mara inclined her head toJanaio. 'Send for what you need.'

 

Her servants were devotedly efficient. Proud to upholdtheir Lady's honor, they swiftly brought in stays withseveral pots and porcelain cups. A slave hurried after,bearing a kettle of steaming water.

 

Janaio set out his various packets and vials with atheatrical flourish. 'First,' he announced, 'something pun

gent and savvy.' He poured water into one of the smallpots and dropped in a small pouch. 'This delicacy growson a shrub in the southern part of the Kingdom, mistress.The leaves are costly to dry and ship, and because they aresusceptible to mold, only the very wealthy can afford to buythe small supply that reaches the northern lands. For thisreason, the drink I prepare has not gained much popularityin my city of LaMut. Once you have tasted, I think you must
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agree that this is likely due to lack of familiarity.' He raisedthe top of the pot, sniffed at the steam, and dosed his eyes.'I believe you will concur that this fine beverage will findapproval from Tsurani nobles of taste.'

 

With this, he poured, filling the room with an exotic,spicy scent. When three cups were full, he nodded to Mara'sservant, who lifted the tray and bore it to the dais for theLady to choose her preference. She motioned for the slavewho had carried the pot to taste one. The servant handedher one of the pair that remained, and bore the tray backto Janaio.

 

The merchant lifted his cup, saying, 'Sip cautiously, lestyou scald your tongue, mistress.'

 

The alien aroma fascinated Mara. Unlike anything elseshe had known, she found it wildly enticing. She sipped thebrew. The first taste was acrid and strange, yet bracing andflavorful. She considered a moment, then said, 'I suspect alittle honey would cut the bitterness.'

 

The trader smiled. 'You skip ahead of me, Good Servant.In Midkemia we also use white sugar made from a plantcalled beets. Some folk prefer a dash of milk; yet others, thejuice of a tart fruit similar to the Kelewanese ketundi.'

Mara sipped again and found her appreciation increasing. 'What do you call this?'

 

The man smiled. 'It is tea, Good Servant.'

 

Mara laughed. 'Many things are called "tea," Janaio ofLaMut. What is the herb you have brewed?'

 

The merchant gave back a Tsurani shrug. 'That is thename of the herb, or rather the leaves of the shrub. Whensomeone in LaMut says "tea," this is what they speak of,not the blends of plantstuffs steeped in hot water you drinkhere. Yet of this delicacy there are a multitude of varietiesas well, robust, subtle, sweet, and bitter. One selects to suitthe occasion.'

 

Now fascinated, Mara nodded. 'What else?'
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Janaio selected another pot from the Acoma supply andprepared a second hot beverage. 'This is a far differentdrink.'

 

A black liquid that smelled rich and heady was presentlyhanded to Mara. This time, Jican supplanted her taster, hisexcitement overcoming caution. Mara could barely wait forher hadonra to try his share before she sipped at her sample.The drink was bitter and yet piquant. 'What do you callthis? It reminds me vaguely of chocha.'

 

Janaio bowed at her evident pleasure. 'This is coffee,mistress. And like the tea, it has a thousand differentcousins. This you drink grows on plants high upon thehillsides of Yabon. Good, robust, but hardly a delicacy.'He clapped, and one of his servants brought forth anotherbasket, smaller, and tied with festive ribbons. 'Let me offera gift. Here are a dozen samples for you to consume at yourleisure. Each is clearly labeled as to the type of bean usedto make the drink and instructions for preparation.'

Mara set aside her half-empty cup. While this samplingwas diverting her from her troubled marriage, the day waswaning while she tarried. She was reluctant to forgo thehour she always spent with her son while he took hissupper. Justin was recently five years of age, the youngto understand delays.

 

Sensing her impatience, Janaio raised a hand in appeal.'The most astonishing drink remains yet to be sampled.'Quickly, before the Lady could rise and take her leave, heasked her servant, 'Please, may I have needra milk?'

Mara might have taken issue at this man's presumption,except that Midkemians could be expected to actimpetuously. She hid her tiredness and motioned for theservant to run the requested errand. In the interval, Saricbent close to his Lady's ear. 'Don't miss the subtleties,' headvised. 'This man was Tsurani-born. He apes Midkemianbrashness, almost as if he knows that you had a fondness,
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once, for such behavior. I do not like the smoothness of thisplay upon your sympathies, my Lady. You will be cautious,please?'

 

Mara tipped her fan against her chin. Her adviser wasright to wish restraint. 'This Janaio drinks from the samepot as 1. Surely there will be no harm in enduring one moresample. After that the interview will be ended.'

Saric returned a half nod, but a glance exchanged withJican caused the little hadonra to pause. When the servantreturned with a small pitcher of milk, Jican suggested thathe also would like a cup to taste, separate from the slavethat would continue to perform his office.

 

'But of course,' Janaio agreed in pleasant tones. 'You area shrewd man, who wishes to understand every nuanceof the trade your house may undertake.' While Mara'scouncilors looked on in wonderment, the trader pouredequal portions of milk and hot water into the final pot. Hischain sparkled as he leaned toward his basket, speaking allthe while. 'Occasionally, you may wish to use only milk, asit-gives added richness to this drink.'

 

His preparations were completed with yet more flourishthan before. Again he passed the tray of filled cups to theservant, indicating Mara should choose hers first. She didnot, but waited until Jican and the taster had selected. Thesmell of this drink was intoxicating. The little hadonra shedhis anxiety and sipped. He recoiled with a smothered yelpas he burned his tongue.

 

The trader had the grace not to laugh. 'My apologies, myLady. I should have thought to warn: this drink is servedvery hot.'

 

Jican recovered his aplomb. 'My Lady,' he said excitedly,'the taste of this rarity is incredible.'

 

Both hadonra and Lady looked at the slave who servedas taster. More careful than Jican, he had not burned histongue, and he was slurping the drink with such evident
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relish that Mara motioned for the servant to pass herthe tray.

 

As she chose from the last two cups, Janaio said, 'If coffeereminds you of chocha, then this wonder may remind youof the chocha-la you make for your children. But I humblysubmit, that chocha-la is to chocolate as my humble stationis to your grandeur.'

 

Mara sipped and closed her eyes at the marvelous taste.Unable to hide her surprise and pleasure, she sighed in purehappiness.

 

Grinning, Janaio accepted the last cup from the tray anddrank deep. 'This is chocolate, mistress.'

 

Unable to help herself, Mara thought of Kevin, who hadcommented on more than one occasion that he missed thechocolate sweets of festivals in his homeworld. At last sheunderstood.

 

Blinking back the moisture that gathered in her eyes, andpassing off the indiscretion as if she avoided steam from thecup, Mara said, 'This is a wonderful thing.'

 

Janaio set aside his emptied cup and bowed. 'I wishpermission to be granted exclusive license to import,mistress.'

 

Mara shook her head with open regret. 'I cannot grantthat, Janaio of LaMut. My patent from the ImperialGovernment is limited to certain items.'

 

Obviously disappointed, the trader gestured expansively.'Then perhaps a trading agreement. If exclusivity is beyond

your means, then at least let me broker through themightiest trading house in the Empire.'

 

Mara drank more of the delightful liquid, recalled tocaution at last. 'What of the Matawa?'

 

Janaio gave a deprecating cough. 'Their offer was insulting,no, demeaning, and they lack the experienced factorsyou have in your employ. They require interpreters, still, totransact business, an uneasy situation for one in the luxury
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market, as I am. I desire no avenue that is ripe for misunderstanding,or even the outside chance of exploitation.'

 

Savoring the dregs of her drink, Mara said, 'That muchI can grant.' Regret tinged her tone as she added, 'I can'tlimit others in bringing these beverages to us, but perhapssome shrewd buying in LaMut might hamper others fromcompeting effectively against our interests.' Then, contentto entrust the disposition of final details to Jican, sheprepared to take her leave.

 

The trader bowed, touching his forehead to the ground.'Mistress, your wisdom is legendary.'

 

Mara stood up. 'When we are both made rich fromthe importation of chocolate to our Empire, then I willaccept the compliment. But now other matters require mypresence. Jican will draw up the documents sealing thepartnership you request.'

 

While servants hurried in to collect the dirtied cups,and Jican's brow furrowed as he confronted the intricateissues of trade, Mara left the room, helped by Lujanand Saric.

 

Outside, screened from view by the gloom of an innercorridor, Saric turned a sour eye on his mistress. 'You tookgrave risks, my Lady. Any trader from Midkemia who wasoriginally Tsurani-born could once have been sworn to theMinwanabi.'

 

Left short-tempered from missing her rest, Mara answeredtartly. 'You all saw. He drank equal portion.' then she softened. 'And those rare drinks have made me feel wonderful.'

Saric bowed, his silence indicative of displeasure.

Mara moved on toward the nursery, where, even onewing distant, enraged yells could be heard from Justin. Hersigh turned into a laugh. 'I am late, and the servants plainlyhave their hands fall.' She laid a hand on her uncomfortablyswollen middle. 'I am anxious for this baby to get himselfborn, though with another, there v`rill none of us get any
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peace.' She headed in the direction of Justin's ruckus witha girlish smile. 'I may well come to miss being pamperedwhen once again I must sit without the aid of two healthyyoung men.'

 

Lujan grinned in sly appreciation, his expression mirroredby Saric. 'Hokanu will do his best, I am sure, tokeep you with child indefinitely.'

 

Mara laughed, the bitter undertone not missed by hercouncilors. 'He will, I am sure, if we-can be made to agreethat Justin should be the Acoma heir.'

 

:

 

'Stubborn,' Saric mouthed to his cousin over his Lady'sbent head.

 

Past nightfall, the trader called Janaio of LaMut returnedwith his retinue of hired Midkemian guards to a desertedwarehouse in the city of Sulan-Qu. The hour was late. Thewicks in the lamps in the rich quarter had burned down,while in the crumbling tenements near the riverside onlythe setting quarter moon cast any light. The streets layunder inky darkness, wreathed with mist off the Gagajin.Where once the disreputable population of the city hadpreyed as they pleased on what traffic dared to moveabroad without guard, now the Emperor's patrols droveKentosani's malcontents and vagrants into the deepest backalleys. The only skulkers in the open were the mongrel dogs,scavenging garbage from the markets.

 

Though calm by the standards of Tsuranuanni, toMidkemian ears the city was far from peaceful. Even

from inside the warehouse, the shouts of a madam of theReed Life could be heard insulting a client who had beenrough with one of her girls. Dogs barked, and a wakefuljigabird crowed. Somewhere nearby, an infant wailed. Themercenaries hired to attend Janaio's retinue shifted uneasily,the dank mud of the river flats an alien smell in their nostrils.They did not know why they had been brought to this empty,
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half-rotted building; nor did they understand precisely whythey had been paid to cross the rift. Their employer hadinterviewed them carefully and required that they speakno Tsurani. But work in the Kingdom had slowed since thebattle at Sethanon, and for men with few ties to home, theoffered money had been good.

 

The bearers put down their bundles and waited fororders, while the bodyguards maintained their formationbehind Janaio. Without sound, silk cords with weightedends suddenly coiled down from the rafters. They caughtand whipped tight, each encircling the throat of an unwarybarbarian soldier

 

Assassins in black followed, leaping from their unseenperches and using their weight and momentum to jerk theguards off their feet. Four men's necks snapped instantly,while the others hung kicking and gagging as they werehoisted and slowly strangled.

 

The bearers watched in horror as the Midkemianmercenaries died. Wide-eyed, frozen in terror, they knewbetter than to dare raise an outcry. Their fear wasshort-lived. Two more black-clad assassins flitted out ofthe shadows and moved through their unarmed rankslike wind through standing rushes. In less than a minute,Janaio's ten bearers lay dead, blood from their slashedthroats pattering on the wood floor. The assassins whoheld the armed guards aloft released their cords. DeadMidkemians thumped in sprawled heaps, here one with hisknuckles crumpled under his hip, and another there with hisbitten-through tongue oozing blood through his beard.

Janaio removed his rich clothing and tossed it amid thecorpses. One of the black-clad assassins bowed to him andoffered a small bag. From this Janaio withdrew a dark robeand cast it over his shoulders. Quickly he took a vial fromhis pocket and lathered sweet-smelling ointment upon hishands. The grease dissolved a layer of concealing paint;
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were there more light, the red dye and tattoo of a Hamoiassassin would now be revealed.

 

From the thickest gloom of a comer a deep voice said,'Is it done?'

 

The man who was no trader, who called himself Janaiofor convenience, bowed his head. 'As you commanded,honored master.'

 

A heavyset man with a too-light tread stepped fromconcealment. His person clicked and clinked as he moved,as bone ornaments dangling from leather thongs jostledagainst the instruments of death he wore affixed to hisbelt. His robe was studded with bosses cut from the skullsof victims; his sandals had straps of cured human flesh. Hecast no glance at the bodies littering the floor, though hedisdained to step in the puddles. The Obajan of the HamoiTong nodded, the scalplock that hung from his otherwiseshaved head twisting down his back. 'Good.' He raised ahugely muscled arm and plucked a vial from the breast ofhis robe. 'You are certain she drank?'

 

'As did 1, master.' The erstwhile trader bowed low yetagain. 'I placed the potion in the chocolate, knowing thatdrink to be the most irresistible. Her hadonra escaped,by luck of a burned tongue. But the Lady drank hersto the dregs. She swallowed enough slow poison to killthree men.' This speech ended, the assassin licked his lips.Anxious, sweating, he controlled his nerves and waited.

The Obajan rolled the vial containing the antidote forthe rare poison mixed with the chocolate between his thickpalms. He watched with stony gaze as the eyes of his minionfollowed it; but the afflicted held in his desperation. He didnot crack, and beg.

 

The Obajan's lips parted in a smile. 'You did well.' He

surrendered the vial, which was colored green, symbol oflife. The man who had called himself Janaio of LaMuttook the promise of reprieve in shaking hands, snapped
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off the wax seal, and drank the bitter draft down. Thenhe smiled also.

 

A second later, his expression froze. Fear touched him,and what at first appeared to be a spasm of uncertainty. Hiseyes widened as pain stabbed through his abdomen, and heglanced down at the emptied vial. Then his fingers lost theirgrip. The container with its false offer of life dropped andhis knees wobbled. A groan escaped his lips. He fell to thefloor, doubled over.

 

'Why?' His voice emerged as a croak, pinched betweenspasms of agony.

 

The Obajan's reply was very soft. 'Because she has seenyour face, Kolos, as have her advisers. And because it suitsthe needs of th', Hamoi. You die with honor, serving thetong. Turakamu will welcome you to his halls with a greatfeast, and you will return to the Wheel of Life in a higherstation.'

 

The betrayed man fought his need to thrash in agony.Dispassionately the Obajan observed, 'The pain will passquickly. Even now life is departing.'

 

Beseeching, the dying man rolled his eyes up to seek theother's face in the darkness. He fought a strangled, gaspingbreath. 'But... Father . ..'

 

The Obajan knelt and laid a red-stained hand upon theforehead of his son. 'You honor your family, Kolos. Youhonor me.' The sweating flesh under his touch shudderedonce, twice, and fell limp. Over the stink as the bowelmuscles loosened in death, the Obajan stood up and sighed.'Besides, I have other sons.'

 

The master of the Hamoi Tong signaled, and his bladkcladguard closed around him. Swiftly, silently, they slippedfrom the warehouse at his order, leaving the dead wherethey lay. Alone amid the carnage, unseen by living eyes,the Obajan took a small bit of parchment from his robeand cast it at the feet of his murdered son. The goldchain on the corpse would draw the notice of scavengers;the bodies would be found and pilfered, and the paperwould surface in later investigation. As the tong chiefturned on his heel to leave, the red-and-yellow chop ofHouse Anasati fluttered down onto floorboards sticky withnew blood.

 

The first pain touched Mara just before dawn. She awokecurled into a ball and stifled a small cry. Hokanu jerkedout of sleep beside her. His hands found her instantly inconcerned comfort. 'Are you all right?'

 

The discomfort passed. Mara levered herself up on onearm and waited. Nothing happened. 'A cramp. Nothingmore. I am sorry to have disturbed you.'

 

Hokanu looked at his wife through the predawn greyness.He stroked back her tangled hair, the smile that had beenabsent for so many weeks lifting the corners of his mouth.'The baby?'

 

Mara laughed for joy and relief. 'I think. Perhaps hekicked while I slept. He is vigorous.'

 

Hokanu let his hand slide across her forehead and downher cheek, then softly let it rest on her shoulder; He frowned.'You feel chilled.'

 

Mara shrugged. 'A little.'

 

His worry deepened. 'But the morning is warm.' Hebrushed her temple again. 'And your head is soaked inperspiration.'

 

'It is nothing,' Mara said quickly. 'I will be all right.'She closed her eyes, wondering uneasily whether the aliendrinks she had sampled the evening before might have lefther indisposed.

 

Hokanu sensed her hesitation. 'Let me call the healer tosee to you.'

 

The idea of a servant's intrusion upon the first momentof intimacy she had shared with Hokanu in weeks rankled
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Mara. 'I've had babies before, husband.' She strove tosoften her sharpness. 'I am fine.'

 

Yet she had no appetite at breakfast. Aware of Hokanu'seyes on her, she made light conversation and ignored theburning tingle that, for a moment, coursed like a flash firedown her leg. She had pinched a nerve from sitting, sheinsisted to herself. The slave who had served as her tasterseemed healthy as he carried out the trays, and when Jicanarrived with his slates, she buried herself in trade reports,grateful, finally, that the mishap over the cramp beforedawn seemed to have banished Hokanu's distance. Hechecked in on her twice, as he donned his armor for hismorning spar with Lujan and again as he returned forhis bath. ~

 

Three hours later, the pain began in earnest. The healershurried to attend the Lady as she was carried, gasping, toher bed. Hokanu left a half-written letter to his father torush to her side. He stayed, his hand twined with hers,and flawlessly kept his composure, that his fear not addto her distress. But herbal remedies and massage gave norelief. Mara's body contorted in spasms, wringing wet fromthe cramps and pains. The healer with his hands on herabdomen nodded gravely to his helper.

 

'It is time?' Hokanu asked.

 

He received a wordless affirmative as the healer continuedhis ministrations, and the assistant whirled to sendMara's runner flying to summon the midwife.

 

'But so early?' Hokanu demanded. 'Are you sure nothingis amiss?'

 

The healer glanced up in harried exasperation. His bowwas a perfunctory nod. 'It happens, Lord Consort. Now,please, leave your Lady to her labor, and send in her maids.They will know better than you what she needs for hercomfort. If you cannot stay still or find a diversion, youmay ask the cooks to prepare hot water.'

Hokanu ignored the healer's orders. He bent over, kissedhis wife's cheek, and murmured in her ear, 'My brave Lady,the gods must surely know how I treasure you. They willkeep you safe, and make your labor light, or heaven willanswer to me for their failing. My mother always saidthat babes of Shinzawai blood were in a great rush to beborn. This one of ours seems no different.' Mara returnedhis kindness with a squeeze of her hand, before his fingerswere torn from hers by servants who, at the healer's barkeddirective, firmly pushed the consort of the Acoma out of hisown quarters.

 

Hokanu watched his wife to the last instant as thescreens were dragged dosed. Then, abandoned to himselfin the hallway, he considered calling for wine. He instantlychanged his mind as he recalled Mara's telling him once thather brutish first husband had drunk himself into a stuporupon the occasion of Ayaki's birth. Nacoya had needed toslap the oaf sober to deliver the happy news of a son.

Celebration was called for, certainly, but Hokanu wouldnot cause Mara an instant of unhappy memory by arrivingat her side with the smell of spirits on his breach. So hepaced, unable to think of any appropriate diversion. Hecould not help listening avidly, to identify each noise thatemerged from behind the closed screens. The rush of hurriedsteps told him nothing, and he worried, by the quiet, whatMara might be enduring. He cursed to himself and ragedinwardly that the mysteries of childbirth held no place forhim. Then his lips twitched in a half-smile as he decidedthat this ugly, twisting frustration of not knowing must bevery near what a wife felt when her husband charged offinto battle.

 

In time, his vigil was disrupted as Lujan, Saric, Incomo,and Keyoke, arrived in a group from the great hall, whereMara had not appeared for morning council. One look atHokanu's distraught manner, and Incomo grasped what no
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servant had taken time to inform them of. 'How is LadyMara?' he asked.

 

Hokanu said, 'They say the baby is coming.'

 

Keyoke's face went wooden to mask worry, and Lujanshook his head. 'It is early.'

 

'But these things happen,' Incomo hastened to reassure.'Babies do not birth by any fast rule. My eldest boy wasborn at eight months. He grew healthy and strong, andnever seemed the worse.'

 

But Saric stayed too still. He did not intervene with hisusual quip to lighten the mood when the others grew edgywith concern. He watched Hokanu with dark careful eyes,and said nothing at all, his thoughts brooding darkly uponthe trader who had worn fine gold as if it were worthless.

Hours went by. Neglected duty did not call Mara'scouncilors from their wait. They held together, retiringin unstated support of Hokanu to the pleasant chamberset aside for the Lady's meditation. Occasionally Keyokeor Lujan would dispatch a servant with an order for thegarrison, or messages would come from Jican for Saric toanswer, but as the day grew hot, and servants brought thenoon meal at Hokanu's request, none seemed eager to eat.News of Mara's condition did not improve, and as theafternoon wore on toward evening, even Incomo ran outof platitudes.

 

Fact could no longer be denied: Mara's labor was provingvery difficult. Several times low groans and cries echoeddown the hallway, but more often Mara's loved ones heardonly silence. Servants came in careful quiet and lit the lampsat evening. Jican arrived, chalk dust unscrubbed from hishands, belatedly admitting that there remained no moreaccount scrolls to balance.

 

Hokanu was about to offer companionable sympathywhen Mara's scream cut the air like a blade.

 

He tensed, then spun without a word and sprinted off
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down the corridor. The entrance to his Lady's chamberlay half opened; had it not, he would have smashed thescreen. Beyond, lit to clarity by the brilliance of lamps, twomidwives held his wife as she convulsed. The fine whiteskin of her wrists and shoulders was reddened from hoursof such torment.

 

Hokanu dragged a sick breath of fear. He saw the healerbent on his knees at the foot of the sleeping pallet, hishands running red with her blood. Panic jolted him fromconcentration as he glanced up to ask his assistant for coldrags, and he saw who stood above him in the room.

'Master, you should not be here!'

 

'I will be no place else,' Hokanu cracked back in thetone he would have used to order troops. 'Explain whathas gone amiss. At once!'

 

'I. . .' The healer hesitated, then abandoned attempt atspeech as the Lady's body arched up in what seemed aspasm of agony.

 

Hokanu raced at once to Mara. He shouldered a strainingmidwife aside, caught her twisting, thrashing wrist, andbent his face over hers. 'I am here. Be at peace. All willbe well, my life as surety.'

 

She wrenched out a nod between spasms. Hr featureswere contorted in pain, the flesh ashen and running with

perspiration. Hokanu held her eyes with his own, as muchto reassure her as to keep from acknowledging damage hecould do nothing about. The healer and midwives must betrusted to do their jobs, though his beloved Lady seemedawash in her own blood. The bedclothes pushed up aroundher groin were soaked in crimson. Hokanu had seen but hadnot yet permitted himself to admit the presence of what thesobbing servants had been too slow to cover up: the tinyblue figure that lay limp as rags near her feet. If it had everbeen a child, it was now only a tom bit of flesh, kicked andbruised and lifeless.
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Anger coursed through him, that no one had dared totell him when it happened, that his son, and Mara's, wasborn dead.

 

The spasm passed. Mara fell limp in his grasp, and hetenderly gathered her into his arms. She was so depleted thatshe lay there, eyes dosed, gasping for breath and beyondhearing. Swallowing pain like a hot coal, Hokanu turnedbaleful eyes toward the healer. 'My wife?'

 

The servant quietly shook his head. In a whisper, hesaid, 'Send your fastest runner to Sulan-Qu, my Lord.Seek a priest of Hantukama, for' - sorrow slowed himas he ended- 'there is nothing more I can do. Your wifeis dying.'
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The runner swerved.

 

Only half mindful of the fact that he had narrowlymissed being run down, Arakasi stopped cold in theroadway. The sun stood high overhead, too close to noonfor an Acoma messenger to be moving in such haste unlesshis errand was urgent. Arakasi frowned as he recalled thecourier's grim expression. Fast as reflex, the Spy Masterspun and sprinted back in the direction of Sulan-Qu.

He was fleet of foot, and dressed as a small-timemerchant's errand runner. Still it took him several minutesto overtake the runner, and at his frantic question the mandid not break stride.

 

'Yes, I carry messages from House Acoma,' the runneranswered. 'Their content is not your business.'

Fighting the heat, the dusty, uneven footing, and theeffort it took to flank a man who did not wish to bedelayed, Arakasi held his ground. He studied the runner'snarrow eyes, full nose, and large chin and out of memorysought the man's name.

 

'Hubaxachi,' he said after a pause. 'As Mara's faithfulservant, it is certainly my business to know what needsends you racing for Sulan-Qu at high noon. The Ladydoes not ask her runners to risk heat stroke on a whim.It follows that something is wrong.'

 

The runner looked over in surprise. He identified Arakasias one of Mara's senior advisers, and at last slowed to a jog.'You!' he exclaimed. 'How could I recognise you in thatcostume? Aren't those the colors of the Keschai's traders'association?'
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'Never mind that,' Arakasi snapped, short of both windand temper. He tore off the headband that had misled theservant. 'Tell me what's happened.'

 

'It's the mistress,' gasped the runner. 'She's had a badchildbirth. Her son did not survive.' He seemed to gatherhimself before speaking the next line. 'She's bleeding,dangerously. I am sent to find a priest of Hantukama.'





'Goddess of Mercy!' Arakasi almost shouted. He spunand continued at a flat run toward the Acoma estate house.The headband that had completed his disguise fluttered,forgotten, in his fist.

 

If the Lady's fleetest runner had been sent to fetch a priestof Hantukama, that could only mean Mara was dying.

Breezes stirred the curtains, and servants walked on silentfeet. Seated by Mara's bedside, his face an impassive maskto hide his anguish, Hokanu wished he could be facingthe swords of a thousand enemies rather than relyingupon hope, prayer, and the uncertain vagaries of healers.He could not think of the stillborn child, its lifelessblue form racked in death. The babe was lost, gone toTurakamu without having drawn breath. The Lady livedyet, but barely.

 

Her face was porcelain-pale, and the wraps and coldcompresses the midwives used to try to lessen her bleedingseemed of little avail. The slow, scarlet seep continued,inexorably. Hokanu had seen fatal wounds on the battlefieldthat bothered him less than the creeping, insidiousstain that renewed itself each time the dressings werechanged. He bit his lip in quiet desperation, unaware ofthe sunlight outside, or the everyday horn calls of thedispatch barge that brought news from Kentosani.

'Mara,' Hokanu whispered softly, 'forgive my stubbornheart.' Though not a deeply religious man, he held with thetemple belief that the wal, the inner spirit, would hear and
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record what the ears and the conscious mind could not. Hespoke as though Mara were aware and listening, and notstatue-still in a coma on the bed.

 

'You are the last Acoma, Lady, all because I would notyield to your request to swear Justin in as your heir. NowI regret my selfishness, and my unwillingness to concedethe danger to the Acoma name.' Here Hokanu paused tomaster the unsteadiness in his voice. 'I, who love you, couldnot conceive of an enemy who would dare reach past me tostrike you down. I did not allow for nature herself, or forthe perils of childbirth.'

 

Mara's lashes did not stir. Her mouth did not trembleor smile, and even the frown between her brows wasabsent. Hokanu fingered her dark, loose hair, spread overthe silken pillows, and battled an urge to weep. 'I speakformally,' he added, and now his voice betrayed him. 'Live,my strong, beautiful Lady. Live, that you might swear in anew heir for the Acoma over your family natami. Hear me,beloved wife. I do this moment release Kevin's son, Justin,from his obligations to House Shinzawai. He is yours, tomake strong the Acoma name and heritage. Live, my Lady,and together we will make other sons for the future of bothour houses.' -,

 

Mara's eyes did not open to the light of her victory. Limpbeneath the coverlet, she did not stir as her husband bowedhis head and at last lost his battle to hold his tears. Neither

did she start at a near-silent step and a voice like silk thatsaid, 'But she does have an enemy who would strike herdown, and the child in her womb as well, in cold blood.'

Hokanu coiled like a spring and turned to confronta shadowy presence: Arakasi, recently arrived from themessage barge, his eyes impenetrable as onyx.

 

'What are you talking about?' Hokanu's tone was edgedlike a blade. He took in Arakasi's dusty, exhausted,sweating appearance, and the rust-and-blue headband
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still clenched in a hand that shook. 'Is there more tothis than a bad miscarriage?'

 

The Spy Master seemed to gather himself. Then, withoutflinching, he delivered the news. 'Jican told me as I camein. Mara's poison taster did not awaken from his afternoonnap. The healer saw him and says he appears to be ina coma.'

 

For an instant Hokanu seemed a man made of glass, hisevery vulnerability evident. Then the muscles in his jawjerked taut. He spoke, his voice unyielding as barbarianiron. 'You suggest my wife was poisoned?'

 

Now it was Arakasi who could not speak. The sight ofMara Lying helpless had unmanned him, and he could onlymutely nod.

 

Hokanu's face went white, but every inch of him wascomposed as he whispered, 'There was a spice dealer frombeyond the rift who came yesterday, offering Mara tradeconcessions on exotic drinks brewed from luxury herbsand ground plantstuffs from Midkemia.'

 

Arakasi found his voice, 'Mare tasted them?'

 

Her consort choked out an affirmative, and, as one, bothmen sprang for the doorway.

 

'The kitchens,' Hokanu gasped as they almost bowledover the midwife who had returned to change Mara'scompresses.

 

'My thought exactly,' Arakasi said, swerving to avoid therunner slave^who waited at his post in the hallway. 'Is thereany chance the utensils may not have been washed?'

The estate house was huge, with rooms jumbled togetherfrom centuries of changing tastes. As Hokanu ran full tiltthrough the maze of servants' passages, archways, andshort flights of stone stairs, he wondered how Arakasicould know the shortest route to the kitchens, since hewas so seldom home; and yet the Spy Master ran withouttaking any cue from Mara's consort.
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As the two crossed a foyer that had a five-way intersectionbetween wings, Arakasi unerringly chose the correct doorway.Hokanu forgot his fear enough to be amazed.

 

Even through his concern, Arakasi noticed. 'Maps,' hegasped. 'You forget, this was once the dwelling of Mara'sgreatest enemy. It would be a poor Spy Master who didnot know the lay of such a man's house. Agents had tobe told which doors to listen at, not to mention the timethat a guild assassin had to be given explicit directions asto which five servants were to be killed-'

 

Arakasi broke off his reminiscence, his eyes turned deepwith thought.

 

'What is it?' Hokanu demanded as they ran down astone-flagged portico, silk curtains rippling with the windof their passage. 'What are you thinking? I know it pertainsto Mara.'

 

Arakasi shook his head in a clipped negative. 'I had ahunch. When I can substantiate it, I will tell you more.'

Respectful of the man's competence, Hokanu did notpress for answer. He poured his heart and energy intorunning, and reached the kitchen a half step ahead of theSpy Master.

 

Startled servants looked up from preparing supper forthe field hands. Wide-eyed, they took in the disheveledpresence of the master, then instantly fell prostrate uponthe floor.

 

'Your will, master,' cried the head cook, his brow pressedto the tiles.

 

'Dishes, cups,' Hokanu gasped disjointedly. 'Any utensilmy Lady used when the foreign spice dealer was here. Haveeverything out for the healer's inspection.'

 

The back of the chief cook's neck turned white. 'Master,'he murmured, 'I have-already failed in your request. Thecups and the dishes from yesterday were cleaned and putaway, as always, at sundown.'

What garbage had not been thrown to the jigabirds wouldhave been burned, to discourage insects.

 

No trace remained of what variety of poison the spiceseller from Midkemia might have carried. And unless theycould discover what potion had stricken Mara, there couldbe no hope of finding an antidote.

 

Instinctively knowing Hokanu was on the verge ofexplosive, useless action, Arakasi gripped him hard bythe shoulders. 'Listen to me!' the Spy Master said in a tonethat made the prone servants flinch upon the floor. 'She isdying, yes, and the baby is dead, but all is not yet lost.'

Hokanu said nothing, but his body stayed taut as strungwire in Arakasi's grasp.

 

More gently, the Spy Master continued. 'They used aslow poison-'

 

'They wanted her to suffer!' Hokanu cried, anguished.'Her murderers wanted us all to watch, and be helpless.'

Daring unspeakable consequences, both for laying handson a noble and also for provoking a man near tobreaking with fury and pain, Arakasi gave the mastera rough shake. 'Yes and yes!' he shouted back.'And it is that very cruelty that is going to save herlife!'

 

Now he had Hokanu's attention; and much of thatwarrior's rage was directed at himself. Sweating, awareof his peril, Arakasi pressed on. 'No priest of Hantukamacan be found in time. The nearest-'

 

Hokanu interrupted. 'The bleeding will take her longbefore the poison is finished working.'

 

'Pity her for it- no,' Arakasi said brutally. 'I spoke withthe midwife on the way in. She has sent to Lashima's templefor golden crown flower leaves. A poultice made from themwill stop the bleeding. That leaves me a very narrow spanof time to track the spice merchant.'

Reason returned to Hokanu's eyes, but he did not soften.'That merchant had barbarian bearers.'

 

Arakasi nodded. 'He dressed ostentatiously, also. All thatgold would have drawn notice.'

 

Through his overwhelming concern, Hokanu showedsurprise. 'How did you know? Did you pass the man onthe road?'

 

'No.' Arakasi returned a sly grin as he released his holdon Mara's consort. 'I heard the servants gossiping.'

'Is there any detail you don't miss?' Mare's husband saidin wonder.

 

'Many, to my everlasting frustration.' Arakasi glanced,embarrassed, toward the floor, both he and the masterthat moment recalling that the kitchen staff still abasedthemselves at their feet.

 

'For the good gods' sake!' Hokanu exclaimed. 'All of

you, please, get up and go about your duties. The mistress'sills are not your fault.'

 

While the slaves and servants arose from the floor andturned back to tasks at chopping block and cooking spit,Arakasi dropped to his knees before Hokanu. 'Master, Irequest formal leave to pursue this seller of alien spicesand find an antidote for my Lady Mara.' -,

 

Hokanu gave back the curt nod a commander might givea warrior on the field. 'Do so, and waste no more time onobeisance, Arakasi.'

 

The Spy Master was back on his feet in an eye's blinkand moving for the door. Only when he was safely past, atone with the shadows in the corridor, did his rigid controlslip. Openly anxious, he considered the probabilities of thesituation he had not disclosed to Hokanu.

 

The spice seller had been conspicuous indeed, withhis barbarian bearers and his ostentatious jewelry; andcertainly not by chance. A man born in Kelewan wouldnever wear metal on a public roadway without a drivingreason. Already Arakasi knew that the man's trail wouldbe easy to follow: for the man had intended to be tracked.The Spy Master would find only what the man's masterwished, and the antidote for Mara would not be part ofthat knowledge.

 

In the portico between the great hall and the stairwaysto the servants' quarters, Mara's Spy Master broke into arun. Already he had a suspicion: he expected to find thespice seller and his bearers all dead.

 

In a tiny, wedge-shaped room in the attic over thestorerooms, Arakasi opened a trunk. The leather hingescreaked as he rested the lid against the thin plaster wall,then rummaged within and pulled forth the hwaet-coloredrobes of an itinerant priest-of a minor deity, Alihama,goddess of travelers. The fabric was smudged with oldgrease stains and road dust. Swiftly Mara's Spy Masterflung the garment over his bare shoulders, and fastenedthe cord loops and pegs. Next he dragged up a crackedpair of sandals, a purple-striped sash, and a long, hoodedheaddress with tassels. Lastly he selected a ceramic censer,strung with earthenware bells and twine clappers.

His guise as a priest of Alihama was now complete; butas Spy Master, he added seven precious metal throwingknives, each keenly balanced and thin as a razor. Five ofthese he tucked out of sight under the broad sash; the lasttwo were slid between the soles of his needra-hide sandals,under rows of false stitching.

 

When he passed through the doorway from his narrowdormer room, he walked with a lanky, rolling stride andpeered about carefully as he took the stair, for one of hiseyes appeared to have developed a cast.

 

So thorough was his transformation as he made his exitfrom the estate house that Hokanu nearly missed him. Butthe broad, gaudy sash caught the Shinzawai heir's eye, andsince he had seen no priest of Alihama being fed in thekitchens, he realised with a start that Arakasi had almostslipped past him.

 

'Wait!' he called.

 

The Spy Master did not turn but continued to shuffledown toward the landing, with intent to catch the nextdispatch barge to Kentosani.

 

Dressed in the high boots and close-fitting breeches thatMidkemians wore while riding horses, Hokanu had to runin discomfort and catch up. He caught the Spy Master bythe shoulder, and was startled into a warrior's leap backas the man whirled under his touch, almost too fast forcredibility.

 

Arakasi's hand fell away from his sash. He squintedwalleyed at Hokanu and said, soft as velvet, 'You startledme.'

 

'I see that.' Uncharacteristically awkward, Hokanu gesturedtoward the priest's robe. 'The barge and the roadson foot are too slow. I am coming with you, and both ofus are going to ride horses.'

 

The Spy Master stiffened. 'Your place is by your Lady'sside.'

 

'Well I know it.' Hokanu was anguished, and his handtwisted and twisted at the leather riding crop thrustthrough his sash. 'But what can I do here but watchas she wastes away? No. I am coming.' He did not saywhat lay upon both of their minds - that Arakasi was anAcoma servant. As Mara's consort, Hokanu was not hislegal master; Arakasi's loyalty was not his to command.'I am reduced to asking,' he said painfully. 'Please, allowme to come along. For our Lady's sake, let me help.'

Arakasi's dark eyes assessed Hokanu without mercy,then glanced away.

 

'I see what it would do to you to refuse your request,'he said quietly. 'But horses would not be appropriate. Youmay travel, if you wish, as my acolyte.'

Now Hokanu was sharp. 'Outside of these estates howmany have seen a horse from the barbarian lands beyondthe rift? Do you think anyone will have eyes for the riders?By the time they have finished staring at the beasts, we willhave passed by in a great cloud of dust.'

 

'Very well,' Arakasi allowed, though the incongruitybetween his costume and Hokanu's preference for transportworried him. All it would take was one clever manto connect his face with a priest who behaved outside ofdoctrine, and with an exotic creature from beyond therift, and all of his work would be compromised. But ashe considered the risks to Mara, he realised: he loved herbetter than his work,- better than his own life. If she died,his stake in the future, and in the formation of a better,stronger Empire, was as dust.

 

On impulse, he said, 'It shall be as you wish, my Lord.But you will bind me to the saddle, and I shall be drivenbefore you as your prisoner.'

 

Hokanu, already starting briskly for the stables, glancedin surprise over his shoulder. 'What? For your honor, Icould never abuse you like that!'

 

'You will.' In a stride, Arakasi caught up with him.The cast was still in his eye; it seemed no distractioncould make him break out of his disguise. 'You must.I will need these-priest's robes for later; thus, we musttailor our circumstances to fit. I am a holy man whowas dishonorable enough to try thievery. Your servantscaught me. I am being escorted back to Kentosani to bedelivered to temple justice.'

 

'That's reasonable enough.' Hokanu impatiently wavedaway the servant who hurried to open the gate, and climbedthe fence to gain time. 'But your word is sufficient. I willnot see you bound.'

 

'You will,' Arakasi repeated, faintly smiling. 'Unless youwant to stop six times every league to pick me up out of thedust. Master, I have tried every guise in this Empire, andmore than a few that are foreign, but I sure as the godslove perversity never tried straddling a beast. The prospectterrifies me.'

 

They had reached the yard, where at Hokanu's orders ahired Midkemian freeman stood with two horses, saddledand ready for mounting. One was a strapping grey, theother chestnut, and though they were less spirited than theflashy black that had belonged to Ayaki, Hokanu watchedArakasi eye the creatures with trepidation. Through hisworry for Mara, still he noticed: the Spy Master's squintstayed pronounced as ever.

 

'You're Lying,' the Shinzawai accused, affection in histone robbing the words of insult. 'You have ice water forblood, and if you weren't so inept with a sword, you wouldhave made a formidable commander of armies.'

 

'Fetch out some rope,' Arakasi replied succinctly. 'I amgoing to instruct you how sailors make knots, MasterHokanu. And for both of our sakes, I hope you will tiethem tightly.'
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The horses thundered at a gallop, dust billowing in ocherclouds on the noon air. Traffic on the roadway suffered.Needra pulling goods wagons huffed and shied in asix-legged scramble for the safety of the verge. Theirdrivers shouted in rage, and then in awed fear, as thefour-legged beasts from beyond the rift shot past. Runners

sprang aside, wide-eyed, and trade caravans scattered outof formation, their drovers and road masters gaping likefarmers.

 

'You've never had these creatures off the estates,' Arakasisurmised in a tight voice. Bound by his wrists to the saddlehorn and by his ankles to a cord that looped underneaththe gelding's girth, he endured indescribable discomfort ashe tried to keep his posture and his dignity. His priest'srobe flapped like a flag against the restriction of his sash,and the censer whacked him in the calf at each thrust ofthe gelding's stride.

 

'Try to relax,' Hokanu offered in an attempt to behelpful. He sat his saddle with what seemed liquid ease,his dark hair blowing free and his hands steady on thereins. He did not look like a man chafed by blisters inunmentionable places. If not for his concern for his wife,he might have enjoyed the commotion his outlandish beastswere causing on the roadway.

 

'How do you know to start in Kentosani?' Hokanu askedas he drew rein along a forested stretch of roadway to givethe horses a breather.

 

Arakasi closed his eyes as he endured the jolt whilehis gelding responded to the jerk on the leading reinand shifted from a canter, to a long trot, and finally toa smoother walk. The Spy Master sighed, knocked thecenser away from his bruised ankle, and gave a sidewayslook that spoke volumes. But his voice held no disgust ashe answered Hokanu's question.

 

'The Holy City is the only place in the Empire thatalready has Midkemians in residence, where Thuril andeven desert men walk about in native costume. I expectthat our spice dealer wished to be conspicuous, and thenblend his trail into one more difficult to follow, so that wefind him, but not too soon. For I believe he has a masterwho gave him his orders concerning your Lady, and thatman, that enemy, will not want to keep his secrecy.'

The Spy Master did not add a second, more tellingconjecture. Best not to voice his suspicions until he hadproof. The two men rode on in silence, beneath a canopyof ulo trees. Birds swooped from the branches at the sightand smell of the alien beasts. The horses switched at flies,and ignored them.

 

Hokanu's comfort in the saddle stayed deceptivelyat odds with the emotion he wrestled inside. At eachbend in the road, under the shadow of every tree, heimagined threat. Memory haunted him, of Mara's paleface against the pillow, and her hands so unnaturallystill on the coverlet. Often as he chastised himself forthe worry that wasted his energy, he could not marshalhis thoughts. He fretted in his warrior's stillness,that he could do nothing more than provide horsesto hurry Arakasi on his errand. The Spy Master wascompetent at his art; companionship in all likelihoodhindered his work. Yet, had Hokanu remained behind,he knew the sight of Mara Lying helpless would haveenraged him. He would have mustered warriors andmarched against Jiro, and be damned to the Assembly'sedict. A frown marred his brows. Even now he had torestrain himself from grasping his crop and lashing theanimal under him. To give free rein to his inner rage, hisguilt, and his pain, he would make the beast gallop untilit dropped.

 

'I am glad you are with me,' Arakasi said suddenly,unexpectedly.

 

Hokanu recoiled from his unpleasant thoughts and sawthe Spy Master's enigmatic gaze fixed upon him. Hewaited, and after an interval filled with the rustle of windthrough the trees, Arakasi qualified.

 

'With you along, I cannot afford to be careless. Theadded responsibility will steady me, when, for the firsttime in my life, I feel the urge to be reckless.' Frowning,self-absorbed, Arakasi regarded his bound hands.His knuckles flexed, testing the knots. 'Mara is specialto me. I feel for her as I never did for my formermaster, even when his house was obliterated by hisenemies.'

 

Surprised, Hokanu said, 'I did not realise you had servedanother house.'

As if wakened to the fact that he had shared a confidence,Arakasi shrugged. 'I originally established my network forthe Lord of the Tuscai.'

 

'Ah,' Hokanu nodded. That stray fact explained much.'Then you took service with the Acoma at the same timeas Lujan and the other former grey warriors?'

 

The Spy Master nodded, his intense eyes followingevery nuance of Mara's consort's bearing. He seemedto arrive at some inner decision. 'You share her dreams,'he stated.

 

Again Hokanu was startled. The man's perception wasalmost too keen to be comfortable. 'I want an Empire freeof injustice, sanctioned murder, and slavery, if that is whatyou refer to.'

 

The horses plodded on, making confusion of an approachingcaravan as drovers and the reinsman of a cook wagonall started shouting and pointing. Arakasi's quiet reply cutwithout effort through the din. 'Her life is more importantthan both of ours. If you go on with me, master, you must understand:I will risk your life as ruthlessly for her as Iwould my own.'

 

Aware somehow that the Spy Master spoke from theheart, and that he was uncomfortable sharing confidences,Hokanu did not attempt a direct reply. 'It's

time for us to move out again.' He thumped his heelsinto his gelding's ribs, and dragged both mounts toa canter.

 

The back alleys of Kentosani reeked of refuse and runofffrom the chamber pots of the poor. Spy Master andShinzawai Lord had left the horses in the care of atrembling hostel owner, who bowed and scraped andstuttered that he was unworthy of caring for such rarebeasts. His face showed stark fear as the pair left; and thestir the horses' presence caused among the hostel's staffmasked Arakasi and Hokanu's departure=. Every servantwas still outside, along with every patron, staring andpointing at the Midkemian horses as stablehands used todull-tempered needra fumbled with the much more activeanimals.

 

In a change of roles like irony, now the Spy Masteraffected the upper hand, and Hokanu, wearing only hisloincloth, played the part of a penitent on a pilgrimageas the priest's servant, to appease the minor deity hehad reputedly offended. They blended into the afternooncrowd.

 

On foot instead of carried in a litter, and for the firsttime in his life not surrounded by an honor guard,Hokanu came to realise how much the Holy City hadchanged since the Emperor had assumed absolute rule inplace of the High Council. Great Lords and Ladies nolonger traveled heavily defended by warriors, for ImperialWhites patrolled the streets to keep order. Where themain thoroughfares had generally been safe, if crowdedwith traffic - farm carts, temple processions, and hurryingmessengers - the darker, narrow back lanes wherethe laborers and beggars lived, or the fish-ripe alleysbehind the warehouses at the wharf, had not been aplace for a man or woman to venture without armedescort.

 

And yet Arakasi had a knowledge of these dim bywaysacquired years before Ichindar's abolishment of the War

lord's office. He led a twisted path through moss-damparchways, between tenements too close-packed to admitsunlight, and, once, through the malodorous, refuse-chokedchannel of a storm culvert.

 

'Why such a circuitous route?' Hokanu inquired in apause when a shrieking mob of street children raced by,in pursuit of a bone-skinny dog.

 

'Habit,' Arakasi allowed. His smoking censer swung
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at his knee, its incense only a partial palliative againstthe assault of stinks from the gutter. They passed awindow where a wrinkled crone sat peeling jomach witha bone-bladed knife. 'That hostel where we left the beastsis an honest enough house, but gossipmongers congregatethere to swap news. I didn't wish to be followed; when weleft there was an Ekamchi servant on our.tail. He saw thehorses at the main gate, and knew we were of the Acomaor Shinzawai households.'

 

Hokanu asked, 'Have we lost him?'

 

Arakasi smiled faintly, his slim hand raised in a signof benediction over the crown of a beggar's head. Theman was wild-eyed and mumbling, obviously touchedto madness.,by the gods. With a twirl of the cord thatspun the censer and clouded the air with incense, theSpy Master replied, 'We lost him indeed. Apparently hedid not wish to soil his sandals in the garbage pit wecrossed two blocks back. He went around, lost sight ofus for a second . . .'

 

~ 'And we ducked through that culvert,' Hokanu concluded,chuckling.

 

They passed the shuttered front of a weaver's shop,and paused at a baker's, while Arakasi bought a roll andspread sa jam in zigzags across the buttered top. Thebread seller attended another customer and waved to hisapprentice, who showed the apparent priest and penitentinto a curtained back room. A few minutes later, the breadseller himself appeared. He looked the pair of visitors overkeenly and finally addressed Arakasi. 'I didn't recogniseyou in that garb.'

 

The Spy Master licked jam off his fingers and said,'I want news. It's pressing. A spice seller ostentatiouslydressed, and wearing metal jewelry. He had barbarianbearers. Can you find him?'

 

The bread seller scrubbed sweat off his fat jowls. 'If youcan wait until sundown, when we toss the dough scrapsout for the beggar children, I could have an answerfor you.'

 

Arakasi looked irked. 'Too late. I want the use ofyour messenger runner.' Like sleight of hand, a twist ofparchment appeared in his fingers. Perhaps the Spy Masterhad hidden it all along in his sleeve, Hokanu thought, buthe could not be sure.

 

'Get this delivered to the sandalmaker's on the comerof Barrel Hoop Street and Tanner's Alley. The proprietoris Chimichi. Tell him your cake is burning.'

 

The bread seller looked dubious.

 

'Do this!' Arakasi said in an edged whisper that raisedhairs on Hokanu's neck.

 

The bread seller raised floury hands, palms out insubmission, then bellowed for his apprentice. The boyleft with the parchment, and Arakasi paced like a cagedsarcat the entire interval he was gone.

 

The leather worker Chimichi proved to be a whip-thinman with desert blood, for he wore sweat-greasy tasselswith talismans under his robe. His lank hair fell into hiseyes, which were shifty. His hands had scars that mighthave been made by a slip of the knife at his craft, but morelikely, Hokanu thought, from their number and location,by the skilled hand of a torturer. He ducked throughthe curtain, still blinking from sunlight, a roll deckedwith jam in the precise pattern of Arakasi's gripped inone fist.

 

'Fool,' he hissed at the priest. 'You risk my cover,

sending an emergency signal like that, and then summoningme here. The master will see you bum for such carelessness.'

'

The master will certainly not,' Arakasi said drily.

The leather craftsman jumped. 'It's you yourself! Gods,I didn't recognise you in those temple rags.' Chimichi's
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brows knotted into a scowl worthy of his Tsubarianheritage. 'What's amiss?'

 

'A certain spice seller, decked with a gold chain andcarried by Midkemian bearers.'

 

Chimichi's expression lightened. 'Dead,' he stated flatly.'His bearers with him. In a warehouse on Hwaet Broker'sLane, if the footpad who tried to exchange chain links forcentis at the money changers can be relied on to tell thetruth. But that such a man had gold at all belies the chancehe fabricated his tale.'

 

'Does the imperial patrol know about the corpses yet?'Arakasi broke in.

 

'Probably not.' Chimichi laid his roll aside, and rubbeda jammy knuckle on his apron. The deepset, shifty eyesturned to the Spy Master. 'Ever see a money changer reportwhat he didn't have to? The taxes on metals are not small,these days, with our Light of Heaven needing to increase hisarmy against the threat of the hard-line traditionalists.'

Arakasi cut short the man's rambling with a raised hand.'Seconds count, Chimichi. My companion and I are goingon to that warehouse to inspect the bodies. Your task is tostage a diversion that will occupy the Emperor's patrol longenough to see us in and out of the building. I don't wantan Imperial White left free to investigate chose murdersbeforetime.'

 

Chimichi flipped back dark hair to reveal a grin, andstartlingly perfect white teeth. The front ones had beenfiled into points, deep desert fashion. 'Keburchi, Godof Chaos,' he swore in evident delight. 'It's been longtime since we had a good riot. Life was starting to getboring.'

 

Yet by the time he had finished his sentence, he wasspeaking to an empty room. He blinked, startled, andmuttered, 'The man's mother was a damned shadow.'Then his face knitted in concentration. He hurried off
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about the business of turning an ordinary, peaceful day ofbusiness in the trade quarter into unmitigated chaos.

Dusk fell, deepening the gloom in the already dim warehouse.Hokanu crouched beside Arakasi, a burning spill inhis hand. Outside, shouts and the sounds of breakage echoedfrom the adjacent streets; someone howled obscenities overthe din of shattering crockery.

 

'The wine merchants' stores,' Hokanu murmured. 'Ina very few minutes we're going to have company.' Hepaused to shift the rolled cloth spill, which had burnednearly down to his fingers. 'The doors on this buildingwere not very stout.'

 

Arakasi nodded, his face invisible beneath his priest'scowl. His fingers moved, furtively fast, over the body ofthe bearer, which was well past rigor mortis and alreadystarting to bloat. 'Strangled,' he murmured. 'All of them.'

He slipped forward through the dark, while lines ofbright light from wildfire or torches shone through the gapsin the wall boards. His concentration never wavered.

Hokanu flinched as the flame in his hands crept lower.He shifted grip, and lit the last wad of linen he could sparefrom his already scanty loincloth. By the time he lookedup, Arakasi was searching the spice seller's corpse.

The man's chain and fine silk robes were all gone,looted by the footpad Chimichi had mentioned. Theillumination cast by the spill picked out enough detailsto establish that the man had not died by strangulation. His hands were contorted, and blind, dry eyesshowed rings of white. The mouth hung open, andthe tongue inside had been bitten through. Blood blackenedthe boards and his still combed and perfumed

beard.

 

'You've found something,' Hokanu said, aware of Arakasi'sstillness.

 

224 Mistress of the Empire

 

The Spy Master looked up, his eyes a faint glint underhis hood. 'Much.' He turned over the man's hand, revealinga tattoo. 'Our culprit is of the Hamoi Tong. He bears themark. His posing as a man in residence across the riftspeaks of long-range planning.'

 

'Not Jiro's style,' Hokanu summed up.

 

'Decidedly not.' Arakasi squatted back on his heels,unmindful of the bang of a plank striking the cobblesclose outside the warehouse. 'But we're meant to think

so.'

 

Out in the night, a sailor cursed, and somebody elseroared back in outrage. The din of an irate populace surgedcloser, overlaid by the horn call of one of the Emperor'sStrike Leaders.

 

Hokanu also had discarded the parchment with theAnasati seal as a plant. No son of Tecuma's, and noLord advised by a devil as clever as Chumaka, wouldever condescend to the obvious. 'Who?' Hokanu said,the sharpness of his desperation cutting through. Everyminute that passed increased the chance that he wouldnever again see Mara alive. Memory of her as he hadleft her, pale, unconscious, and bleeding, all but paralysedhis reason. 'Can the tong even be bought to do morethan assassinate? I thought they took on their contractsin anonymity.'

 

Arakasi was once again busy sorting through the spiceseller's underclothes. The fact they were fouled in deathdid not deter him, nor did the stench upset his thoughts.'The telling word, I suspect, is "contract." And does anyhard-line traditionalist in this Empire have riches enoughto toss golden chains to beggars just to make sure wehave a trail to follow?' His hands paused, pounced, andcame up with a small object. 'Ah!' Triumph colored theSpy Master's tone.

 

Hokanu caught a glimpse of green glass. He forgot the

.
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stink of dead men, hitched closer, and thrust the spilltoward the object that Arakasi held.

 

It proved to be a small vial. Dark, sticky liquid coatedthe inside; the cork, had there been one, was missing.

'A poison vial?' Hokanu asked.

 

Arakasi shook his head. 'That's poison on the inside.'He offered the item for Hokanu to sniff. The odor wasresinous, and stingingly bitter. 'But the glass is green.Apothecaries generally reserve that color container forantidotes.' He glanced at the spice seller's face frozen inits hideous rictus. 'You poor bastard. You thought youwere being given your life at your master's hand.'

The Spy Master left off his musing and stared atHokanu. 'That's why Mara's taster never suspected. Thisman ingested the very same poison that she did, knowingit was a slow-acting drug and sure that he was going toget the antidote.'

 

Hokanu's hand trembled, and the spill flickered. Outside,the shouts reached a crescendo, and the snap andrattle of swordplay drew closer.

 

'We must leave,' urged Arakasi.

 

Hokanu felt firm fingers close over his wrist, tugginghim to his feet. 'Mara,' he murmured in an outburst ofuncontrollable pain. 'Mara.'

 

Arakasi yanked him forward. 'No,' he said sharply. 'Wehave hope now.'

 

Hokanu turned deadened eyes to the Spy Master.'What? But the spice seller is dead. How can you claimwe have hope?'

 

Arakasi's teeth flashed in fierce satisfaction. 'Becausewe know there's an antidote. And the poison vial has amaker's mark on the bottom.' He tugged again, haulinga numbed Hokanu toward the loosened board by thedockside through which they had originally made entry.'I know the apothecary who uses that stamp. I have bought
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information from him in the past.' The Spy Master bentand ducked out into the steamy, odorous dusk of the alleybehind the fishmonger's. 'All we have to do is avoid thisruckus that Chimichi started for our benefit, find the man,and question him.'

 

8
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Hokanu ran.

 

The streets were a bedlam of noise and fleeing citizens,with Arakasi a shadow among them distinguishable onlyby his voluminously flapping priest's robe. Hardened to awarrior's fitness as he was, Hokanu was not accustomedto bare feet. After stubbing his toes on raised bits ofcobblestone, sliding precariously through slime in thegutters, and once landing heel first on a broken bit ofcrockery, he would have welcomed even ill-fitting sandalsdespite the resulting blisters. Yet if Arakasi was aware ofhis difficulty, he did not slacken pace.

 

Hokanu would have died rather than complain. Mara'slife was at stake, and every passing minute made him fearthat she might already be beyond help, that the hideous slowactingpoison might have damaged her beyond healing.

 

'Don't think,' he gasped aloud to himself. Just run.'

They passed a pot seller's stall, the proprietor rushingabout in his nightshirt, shaking a fist at passersby. Arakasipressed the Shinzawai to the right.

 

'Warriors,' he murmured, scarcely out of breath. 'If wego straight, we'll run right into them.'

 

'Imperials?' Hokanu obeyed the direction change, agrimace on his face as his toes squished through somethingthat stank of rotted onions.

 

'I don't know,' Arakasi replied. 'The light plays tricksand all I see are helmet plumes.' He took a deep breath.'We won't stay to find out.'

 

He ducked left into an alley yet more narrow and noisomethan the last. The sounds of the riot were fading, replaced
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by the furtive skitter of rats, the dragging steps of a lamelamplighter on his way home from work, and the creakof a costermonger's cart being hitched to a bone-skinnyneedra.

 

Arakasi drew up his hood and ducked into a moss-crusteddoorway. 'We're here. Mind the portal - the arch isvery low.'

 

Hokanu had to bend over to enter. Beyond lay a crampedcourtyard, choked with weeds and what looked to be aphysician's garden, overgrown with medicinal herbs. Therewas a fish pool at the center, also overrun with weeds andsedges; Hokanu stole a moment to wash his feet. The waterwas piss-warm, and noisome. He wondered in disgust ifpeople or dogs had used the spot for a privy.

 

'That was originally a cistern,' Arakasi whispered, as ifin answer to his thought. 'Korbargh dumps his wash waterin it, by the smell.'

 

Hokanu wrinkled his nose. 'What sort of a name isKorbargh?'

 

'Thuril,' the Spy Master answered. 'But the fellow's nonative of the highlands. By blood, I'd say he has more ofthe desert in him. Don't be deceived. He's smart, and hespeaks as many tongues as I do.'

 

'How many is that?' Hokanu whispered back.

 

But Arakasi had already raised his hand to knock at theplank that served Korbargh as front door.

 

The panel opened with a jerk that caused Hokanua start.

 

'Who's there?' A gruff voice snarled from within.

Unhzed, Arakasi said something in the gutturals of thedesert tongue. Whoever he addressed tried to yank the doorclosed, but the stout wood jammed ajar as the Spy Mastershoved his censer in the opening. 'Let us in t'see your master,skulking dwarf, or your tongue I'll have out'f your face!' hesaid in a gutter Tsurani dialect used by thieves and beggars.
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His tone was one that Hokanu had never heard from him,but that made his flesh crawl.

 

The dwarf said something back that sounded like anobscenity.

 

'Not good enough,' Arakasi replied, and with a swiftinclination of his head invited his supposed penitent tohelp him storm the door.

 

Frantic with concern for his wife, Hokanu fell to witha will. He slammed his shoulder against the panel withsuch force that the dwarf was knocked backward, and theleather hinges burst inward. Over a boom of downed wood,Arakasi and Hokanu fetched forward into what appearedto be a foyer, tiled in terra-cotta, and decorated withfriezework left over from times when the neighborhoodhad been more prosperous. The dwarf was yammering ina mixture of languages, that his fingers felt crushed, and hishead was bruised by the door bar, which had been kickedfrom its brackets, and now lay in splinters on the floor.

'It was rotten anyway,' Hokanu observed, scrapingsplinters from his shoulder. 'In no condition, certainly,to keep out as much as a rat.'

 

A touch from Arakasi urged quiet. Hokanu obeyed ratherthan bridle at the presumption. As a huge, toweringlymuscled stranger in a robe embroidered in li birds entered,the Shinzawai noble's eyes widened. 'Desert blood, did you

say?' he murmured sotto voce.

 

Arakasi disregarded the comment and instead said somethingin desert tongue to the dwarf, whereupon the creaturestopped howling, scrambled to his feet like a hunted gazen,and fled through a nook in a side wall.

 

'Gods above,' boomed the giant in the effeminate robe.'You're no priest.'

 

'I'm glad you see that,' said the Spy Master. 'It saves usunnecessary preamble.' He moved as though to push backhis hood, and his sleeves fell back, revealing a crisscross
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of leather ties. The knife sheaths they secured were empty,their contents a silver flash in Arakasi's hands as he loweredhis arms.

 

Hokanu's gasp of surprise that Mara's Spy Master shouldown weapons of precious metal was canceled by a bullbellow from Korbargh. 'So! You're the one who killed myapprentice.'

 

Arakasi licked his teeth. 'Your memory works well, Isee. That's good.' His knives might have been gripped bya stone statue, they were so steady. 'You'll recall, then, thatI can strike you through the heart before you can think, letalone run.' To Hokanu the Spy Master said, 'Unwind mybelt and tie him, wrist and ankle.'

 

The giant drew breath to protest, and quit at a twitch ofArakasi's wrist Hokanu took the greatest care not to comebetween the two as he unknotted the priestly cincture; itwas braided needra hide, and tougher than spun cordage.Hokanu tied the knots tightly, fear for Mara canceling anymercy he might have felt for the man's comfort.

A huge wooden beam braced the ceiling, with horn hooksinset for hanging the oil lamps preferred by the rich; theyheld only cobwebs now, but unlike the leather loops usedby the poor for the same purpose, they had neither rottednor weakened.

 

Following Arakasi's glance, Hokanu almost smiled invindication. 'You wish him strung up by the wrists?'

At Arakasi's nod, the giant screeched in a tongueHokanu did not recognise. The Spy Master replied inequally guttural accents, then switched language out ofpoliteness to his master. 'There is no help for you, Korbargh.Your wife and that lout of a bodyguard you sent with herare detained. There is a riot going on, and Imperial Whitesare out in force, barricading off the streets where she wasshopping. If she is wise, she will shelter the night in ahostelry and return home in the morning. Your servantMekeh is currently hiding under the ale barrel in yourback shed. He saw how your last apprentice died, and aslong as I am here, he will not dare to show his face, evento summon help for you. So I ask, and you will answer,what the antidote was that should have filled the vial mycompanion will show you.'

 

Hokanu hauled the cord taut, half hitched it secure, andproduced the green flask retrieved from the dead trader inthe warehouse.

 

Already pale from having his arms wrenched upward,Korbargh turned white. 'I know nothing of this. Nothing.'

Arakasi's brows rose. 'Nothing?' His tone soundedregretfully mild. 'Ah, Korbargh, you disappoint me.' Thenhis expression hardened and his hand moved, fearfullyfast.

 

Steel arced in a blur across the room. The blade grazedpast Korbargh's cheek, shearing off a lock of greasy hair,

and stuck with a thunk in the support beam.

 

In changed intonation, Arakasi said, 'There are threeciphers, in desert script, on that vial. The hand is your own.Now speak.' As the prisoner raised his chin for reneweddenial, Arakasi interrupted. 'My companion is a warrior.His wife is dying of your evil concoction. Shall be describehis more inventive methods of extracting information fromcaptured enemy scouts?'

 

'Let him,' Korbargh gasped, afraid but still stubborn. 'Iwon't say.'

 

Arakasi's dark eyes flicked to Hokanu. He gave ahalf-smile that was mercilessly cold. 'For your Lady'ssake, tell the man how you make prisoners talk.'

Grasping the Spy Master's drift, Hokanu set his shoulderagainst the wall. As if he had all the time in the world,he described methods of torture cobbled together fromhearsay, old records found in the Minwanabi house as it wasbeing cleansed for Mara's arrival, tales told to unsettle new
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recruits, and a few things he improvised. Since Korbarghdid not appear an imaginative man, Hokanu lingered withunholy relish over the grisly bits.

 

Korbargh began to sweat and shiver. His hands workedat his bonds, not out of hope of escape, but in mindless,desperate fear. Gauging his moment to a nicety, Hokanuturned to Arakasi. 'What method should we try first, doyou think, the heated needles or the levers and ropes?'

Arakasi scratched his chin, considering. His eyes seemedto caress the alchemist's quivering body. Then he smiled. Itwas a smile that caused Hokanu to suppress a shiver. 'Well,'he drawled. His eyes were ice. 'You want to know what Ithink?'

 

Korbargh bucked against his bonds. 'No!' he saidhoarsely. 'No. I'll tell you what you wish to know.'

'We're waiting,' Hokanu cut back. 'I think that tapestryrod in the next room would serve very nicely as a lever.And I know where we can find those flesh-eating insectsclose by-'

 

'Wait! No!' Korbargh screamed.

 

'Then,' Arakasi interjected reasonably, 'you will tell us therecipe for the antidote that should have gone in this vial.'

Korbargh's head twitched frantic affirmative. 'Leaves ofsessali steeped in salt water for two hours. Sweeten themixture with generous amounts of red-bee honey so yourLady doesn't vomit the salty herbs. A small sip. Wait aminute. Another. Wait again. Then as much as she cantake. The more she swallows, the faster she'll heal. Then,when her eyes dear and the fever leaves her, a small cupof the mix every twelve hours for three days. That's the-antidote.'

 

Arakasi spun to face Hokanu. 'Go,' he said curtly.'Take the horses and run for home. Any healer will havesessali herb in his stores, and for Mara, time is of theessence.'
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Anguished, Hokanu glanced at the strung-up figure ofKorbargh, sobbing now in hysterical relief.

 

'I will pursue his connections,' Arakasi said urgently, andfound himself addressing empty air. Hokanu had alreadydisappeared through the broken door.

 

Night air wafted through the opening. Chilling Korbargh'ssweating flesh. Down the block, two drunken comradesreeled their way homeward, singing. Someone threw a potof wash water out of a window, the splash of its fall brokenby a startled yelp from a street cur.

 

Arakasi stood motionless.

 

Unnerved by the silence, Korbargh stirred in his bonds.'Y-you are g-going to let me g-go?' He finished on a noteof crispness. 'I did tell you the antidote.'

 

A shadow against the darkened wall, Arakasi turnedaround. His eyes gleamed like a predator's as he said,'But you haven't said who purchased the poison, in thebottle disguised as an antidote.'

 

Korbargh jerked against his bonds. 'It's worth my life totell you that!'

 

Cat-quiet, Arakasi stepped up to his prisoner andwrenched the knife out of the beam; of incalculable valuein the metal-poor culture of Kelewan, the blade flashed in

the dimness. The Spy Master fingered the steel, as if testingthe edge. 'But your life is no longer a bargaining point. Whathas yet to be determined is the manner of your death.'

'No.' Korbargh whimpered. 'No. I cannot say anymore.Even were you to hang me, and the gods cast my spirit offthe Wheel of Life for dishonor.'

 

'I will hang you,' Arakasi said quickly, 'unless you talk:that is certain. But a blade can do hurtful damage to aman, before a rope is used to dispatch him. The questionis not honor or dishonor, Korbargh, but a merciful end,or lingering agony. You know the drugs that can bringblissful death.' Touching the tip of the knife to the fat of
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the prisoner's upper arm, he said, 'And you know whichdrugs on your shelves make you writhe in torment beforedeath, drugs that heighten pain, keep you alert, and maketime seem to pass slowly.'

 

Korbargh hung from his wrists, his eyes huge with fear.

Arakasi tapped his knife point, thoughtful. 'I have allthe time I need, but none I'm willing to waste listening tosilence.'

 

'my wife-' began the desperate poison seller.

 

The Spy Master cut him off. 'If your wife gets home beforeyou have told what I need to know, she will join you. Yourbodyguard will die before he can cross the portal, and youwill watch me test my methods on her. I will dose her withdrugs to keep her conscious, then carve the flesh fromher body in strips!' As the big man began to weep withterror Arakasi asked, 'Will your dwarf apprentice sackyour house, or give you both an appropriate funeral rite?'Arakasi shrugged. 'He'll steal everything worth selling, youknow.' Looking around, he added, 'Given your location andyour clientele, I doubt anyone will be quick to report yourmurder to the City Watch. It's possible no priest will eversay a prayer for either of you.'

 

Korbargh snarled something unintelligible, and Arakasistopped threatening. He stepped forward, grasped the hemof his captive's robe, and cut away a strip of fabric. Thecloth was not silk, but the weave was fine, and ribbonembroidery adorned the hem. Arakasi expertly twisted thelength into a gag. Before he could bind it over Korbargh'smouth, the huge man gasped and pleaded.

 

'If you gag me before your fiendish tortures begin, howcan I give what you wish, even if I were of a mindto talk?'

 

Arakasi never paused, but jammed the cloth betweenthe poison merchant's teeth. As the larger man buckedand twisted, the Spy Master tied the ends with knots as
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secure as any sailor's. 'I am anything but a fool,' he saidin a voice of velvet consonants.

 

Arakasi left the bound man to dash upstairs. He returnedwith several vials which he held before Korbargh's eyes, oneat a time. 'Tai-gi root, to heighten perception and pain,' hebegan. 'Powder from ground jinab bark, which will keep aman awake for a week. Sinquoi leaves, which will make timepass slowly. You will shortly discover that I know these aswell as any healer. And I was instructed in the use of knivesby an expert. You will not be permitted to scream when theagony starts, and if you wished to spare yourself pain andspeak first, you have forfeited that chance already.' With agentleness that inspired shudders, the Spy Master loosenedKorbargh's robe. He bared a hairy expanse of sa drinker'sbelly to the night air, then turned away and disappearedbriefly into the next room.

 

Korbargh thrashed against his bonds like a hooked fish.He stopped when he had exhausted himself, and washanging limp when Arakasi returned, bearing the oil lampused to illuminate the desk when the hired clerk came todo the accounts, and the basket the day servant used forsewing.

 

Mara's Spy Master placed these items on a small table,which he lifted and set to his left. Then he removed theknife from his sash, and squinted to check the edge forflaws. It being a metal blade, the razor-sharpness of theweapon shone balefully perfect.

 

The poison merchant moaned into his gag as Arakasisaid, 'I will begin without using the drugs. You may

imagine how this will feel after I administer them.' Hemoved forward and, stroking carefully, opened the toplayer of skin from his victim's navel slantwise toward hisgroin. Blood pattered onto the tiles, and Korbargh gave amuffled shriek. He kicked and flopped.

 

'Keep still,' Arakasi cautioned. 'I despise a messy job.'
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His victim was in no position to heed, but the SpyMaster seemed not to care. His quick hand compensatedfor Korbargh's jerks and jumps. He made another light cutand removed a triangle of skin, which he tossed aside. Thenhe nicked through the fat layer beneath and, as if he wereperforming dissections at a physician's college, bared themuscle below.

 

'Will you talk now?' Arakasi said conversationally.

Korbargh jerked his head in the negative. He wasdripping sweat, along with his blood, and his hair andbeard were soggy. He moaned into his gag, but the lookin his eyes stayed belligerent.

 

Arakasi sighed. 'Very well. Though l warn you, the painhas hardly begun yet.' His knife hand moved, in utmostprecision, and the muscle of his victim's abdomen parted.

Korbargh gave a muffled screech. Unheeding, the SpyMaster picked out the severed veins and tied them off withthread. Then his blade set to work on the bared entrailsbeneath, and the blood ran faster.

 

The floor underfoot grew slippery as in a slaughterhouse,and the air took on the same reek. Korbargh lost control ofhis bladder, and rank wetness added to the puddle.

'Now,' said Arakasi, his shadow straightening with himas he looked up into the poison seller's face, 'have youanything constructive to say? No? Then, I fear, we willhave to work next on the nerves.'

 

The knife dipped into living tissue, separated a nervesheath, and scraped, very gently.

 

Korbargh thrashed, unable to howl. His eyes rolled, andhis teeth pierced deep into the sour cloth of the gag. Thenhe fainted from the pain.

 

Some dim time later, his head snapped back as a pungentaroma filled his nostrils. As he blinked away confusion,strong hands poured foul-smelling liquid between his lipswhile clamping his nostrils closed, forcing him to swallow.
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Pain redoubled to blinding agony, and his mind becamegripped by horrible clarity.

 

You will speak now,' Arakasi suggested. 'Else I willcontinue this until morning.' He wiped his sticky blade,fastidiously tucked it into his sash, and reached up toloosen the knots that prevented Korbargh from speech.'Then when your wife arrives, I will begin on her, to seeif she knows anything.'

 

'Demon!' gasped the wounded man. 'Devil! May you rotin body and mind, and come back next life as a fungus!'

Arakasi, looking bland, reached into the gore of hishandiwork and tweaked.

 

Korbargh released an air-shattering scream.

 

'The name,' the Spy Master pressed, relentless.

And words tumbled out of Korbargh's mouth, giving himthe name that he sought.

 

'llakuli,' Arakasi repeated. 'A rumormonger who can befound on the Street of Sorrowful Dreams.'

 

The poison seller gave a miserable nod. He had begunto sob, his face like yellow grease. 'I think he was of theHamoi Tong.'

 

'You think?' Arakasi sighed as if correcting a child. 'Iknow so.'

 

'What of my wife?'

 

'The tong may seek her out. That is a risk you knew whenyou agreed to sell to them. But I will be hours gone whenshe returns, so in that, she's safe.' Arakasi reached up veryswiftly and cut Korbargh's throat.

 

He jumped back as blood sprayed, and his victim kickedhis last in this life. Arakasi immediately snuffed the wick ofthe oil lamp. Merciful blackness fell and hid the carnage inthe foyer.

 

Arakasi worked on in the dark, his hands now tremblingin spasms. He pulled Korbargh's robe closed and tied thesash, so that the young wife would not be greeted with the

.'
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full grisly details of the night's events upon her return. TheSpy Master cut down the body and laid it in a postureof repose on the floor. About the blood he could donothing. His earlier search for the lamp had revealed thatthe household kept no wash water to hand. He wiped hisfingers as best he could upon a tapestry, a prayer mat beingthe only other choice that would serve for a towel. Then,in the corner of Korbargh's bedchamber, he succumbed tohis nenes at last. He knelt clutching an unemptied night

jar and vomited violently. .

 

He retched long after his belly was emptied. Then,unwilling to pass through the foyer again, he made hisexit through a window.

 

The streets were all but deserted, the riot long sincequelled. A few stragglers hastened homeward, and moreshadowy figures lurked in the darkened alleys. A shivering,bedraggled priest had nothing of value to rob; Arakasi wasleft alone. The night wind in his face helped to steady him.A brief stop by an ornamental pool in the entry of whatwas probably a brothel allowed him to rinse the rest ofthe gore from his hands. Blood was still crusted beneathhis fingernails, but right now he lacked the stomach to usehis knife to scrape them dean. He jogged, and to driveback the nightmares that lingered from Korbargh's foyer,he turned his-mind to the information he had sickenedhimself to win.

 

Ilakuli he had heard of; and there was a man in the citywho would know his whereabouts. Arakasi hurried intothe night.

 

Hokanu ran on foot. His two spent mounts jagged athis side on leading reins, their chests lathered, and their ~distended nostrils showing scarlet linings. Fear for Mara's;life kept him on his feet, long after muscle and sinew wereexhausted. He still wore the loincloth of a penitent. Of
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the clothing he had recovered from the inn, he had pausedonly to lace on his sandals. The rest he had stuffed into theroan gelding's saddlebags, never mind that he looked likea beggar, half naked and coated with dirt and sweat.

His sole concern was the recipe for the antidote thatoffered the last hope for his wife.

 

Mist dung in the hollows, rendering trees and landmarksghostly in the predawn gloom. The prayer gate

to Chochocan hulked up out of whiteness like somethingfrom the spirit lands ruled by Turakamu, God of the Dead.Hokanu raced under its spindle arches, barely aware of thepainted holy figures in their niches, or the votive lamp leftlit by a passing priest. He stumbled on, caring only thatthis gate marked the beginning of the end of his journey.The borders to the estate lay over the next set of hills, andthrough a defile guarded by his own patrols. A runnerwould be posted there, along with a trusted officer andanother man trained as a field healer. With any luck, hewould have the herb for the antidote in his stores; andevery Lord's kitchen stocked red-bee honey.

 

Hurting in every joint, and gasping in the extremity ofexertion, Hokanu hoped the Good God would forgive himfor neglecting the prayer of passage the gate ~s intendedto inspire. He lacked the breath for speech, and he knewif he stopped he would fall prone and pass out. Immersedin a misery of tiredness, Hokanu crossed through the archinto the pearly mists beyond.

 

The horses sensed the ambush before he did.

 

The big roan gelding plowed to a stop, snorting, and themare shied. Jerked forward by the sudden halt, Hokanugasped in frustration. But the arrow fired from a thicket bythe roadway missed him by inches, clattering harmlessly onthe verge.

 

Instantly, he banged the gelding with his elbow, sendingit into a maddened pirouette. The snorting mare curvetted
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into its quarters, and the gelding let out a squeal and akick. Hokanu snatched his sword from the saddle scabbard.Under cover of the milling animals, he doubled back intothe arch of Chochocan's prayer gate.

 

Hokanu dared not assume there would be only oneambusher. He offered a brief prayer to the Good God that,whoever they were, they would not be familiar withhorses from the barbarian world, for the beasts offered hisonly chance of staying alive.

 

Still tied together by their leading rein, his mountsthrashed before the archway, the gelding determined t"land a defensive bite or kick, and the panicked marespinning, jerking, and rearing, in an effort to bole. Hokanuchanced that no assassin born on Kelewan would dare thosestamping, seffking hooves to rush the archway and take himThe ambusher's only option was to flank him through theentrance on the other side, and praise be to Chochocan,whatever dead Minwanabi Lord had raised this offering tothe god had spent with a lavish hand. This gate was massive,built of stone and timbers, with flying buttresses to supportits great height. It had intricate carving, rare gilt spires, an`}~a multiplicity of interior vaulting, niches, and prayer nooks.Six archers could conceal themselves inside and seriouslyimpede traffic: no doubt the real reason behind the ancientLord's gesture-of devotion.

 

Hokanu could only be grateful for such impiety now,as he left the shield of the frightened horses and climbedthe fluted scrollwork, then hauled himself hand over handalong a beam below the rafters. He swung himself up andducked into a nook behind a painted face of felicity. Gaspingsilently from overexertion, Hokanu pressed himself intothe shallow shadow. He lay back against the side of thenook, eyes blindly open, while his body took in air. Amoment passed like eternity. As the dizziness left him,theShinzawai noble noticed that the face above himwas hollow. The backside was built like an embrasure,with holes drilled through the eyes from which a man inconcealment could observe anyone who entered the prayergate, comma or going.

 

Had Hokanu not been breathless, and in deadly dangerfrom an assassin, he might have laughed aloud. Within theEmpire, not even religion was free of the Game of theCouncil; obviously, past Minwanabi Lords had stationedwatchers here to give warning of arrivals to the estate, andalso to spy upon traffic and commerce that chanced byupon the road. Whatever subterfuge had been launchedfrom this place in the past, Hokanu seized the advantageof the moment. He grasped the support beam that held themask in its niche, pulled himself up into its hollowed back,then looked out the eye holes.

 

The mare and the gelding still spun, now hopelesslyentangled in the leading rein. One or the other had kicked asupport pose, for there WAS a hoof shaped depression in oneof the caryatids that supported the entry arch. Suddenly theanimals turned as one, the gelding with a snort. Both searedinto the night, tense, ears forward listening. Warned by thehorses, Hokanu saw movement in the shadows beyond theprayer gate. - ,

 

Black-clad figures stalked there, spread out in flankingformation. The three in the lead carried bows. Two morefollowed, as rear guard, and to the profound relief of theman they hunted, all of them scanned the prayer gate'scrannies and corners at ground level.

 

The mare sighted the men before the gelding. She flungup her head with such force that the rein snapped, andwith a whistling snort she bolted back down the roadway.Fear drove her to a flee gallop, a horse's instinct guidingher back coward home and stable. The marauders in black

leaped out of her path and re-formed. The more phlegmaticgelding watched, ears and tail tautly lifted. Then he shook
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out his mane, rubbed an itch in his neck against the armof the dented caryatid, and trotted a short distance away,dropping his nose to graze by the roadside.

 

In the night-damp cavity of the prayer gate, all fellsuddenly silent; Hokanu knew a stab of dismay. Hisstarved lungs still labored from his run, and an effortto quiet his breathing left him dangerously dizzy. Leftwith an ugly decision, he chose to be discovered and tofight, rather than to pass out and allow enemies to takehim unconscious.

 

His five attackers heard him immediately. They stiffenedlike dogs pointing game and faced their quarry's hidingplace. Then two slung their bows across their shoulders.The three others arrayed themselves in defensive formation,while the lead two began to climb.

 

Hokanu turned his sword and flung it like a javelin.The weapon caught the bulkier man through the throat,piercing him down behind the breastbone, through theheart. Silenced before he could scream, he fell with a dullthud that made the gelding start and look up. Hokanu wasperipherally aware of the horse moving nervously aroundthe pillar beyond the gateway; more immediately, he flunghimself down and back into cover as three arrows whizzedtoward his hiding place.

 

One smacked wood with a thunk, while two otherschiseled splinters out of the fortune mask's ear, anddeflected on, to imbed themselves in the timbers behind.Hokanu grasped the knife he had kept hidden in hisloincloth. He shoved back, as far into the cranny as hissize would allow, and reached up left-handed to wrenchone of the arrows from the wood.

 

A black-clad figure emerged, an outline against the darkbulk of the beams that braced the interior of the prayergate. Hokanu's thrown knife caught him in the neck, andhe toppled back with a gurgling sound. His companion was
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not fool enough to follow, but ducked, unslinging his bow.Hokanu saw the weapon tip gleam in the gloom. His skinprickled with his awareness that an arrow would soon flyto impale him. He flipped the shaft in his hand around inposition to stab, and prepared to rush the archer.

A gruff voice called from below. 'Don't hurry. Keep himpinned. Oridzu will climb up the other statue and fire onhim from above.'

 

With a wretched, sinking feeling, Hokanu realised hiscover would only protect from a sally from below; oneither side, the towering likenesses of the god offered theperfect tactical advantage upon his position. Should heattempt to hide from whoever climbed, he would dearlybe vulnerable to bow fire from below. Uglier, and mostcruelly final: knowledge of the antidote that might saveMara would die with him. Arakasi would have no cause todoubt that he had made it through. Hokanu cursed the hastethat had caused him to leave Kentosani without taking theextra minutes to assemble an escort. Even had he lacked thetime to requisition soldiers from his father's or Mara's townhouse, he might at least have hired mercenaries. Any sort ofarmed backup might have foiled the assassins' ambush.

But he had forgone the escort of warriors in favor ofthe speed he could make alone, mounted on the exoticKingdom horses. The creatures could outrace the swiftestrunners, and Hokanu had placed his wife's peril ahead ofhis own.

 

Now Mara would pay for his folly. She would die, thelast of the Acoma, never knowing how near the man wholoved her had come to getting the antidote to her.

As the furtive sounds of men moving reached Hokanu'sears, he cursed. Not one but both of the surviving assassins

were climbing the statues. He would be fired on from eitherside, and given the bent of past Minwanabi minds, he didnot put it past the dead Lords to have placed concealed
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embrasures behind the other carvings in the prayer gate.He might be picked off without ever seeing his attackers.

Desperate, cornered, and trembling with exhaustion andrage, Hokanu grasped the arrow that was his sole weapon.He prepared to rush the one man who held him pinned.He would die, but perhaps he could take another of hisenemies to the halls of Turakamu with him.

 

But as he tensed to shove off from the wall, an arrowhissed out. He ducked flat, too late. The shaft smackedinto his hip and imbedded with a thump and dull agonyinto the bone.

 

Hokanu's lips peeled back in a silent snarl of agony. Animalhurt and white-hot anger burned him to preternaturalclarity of mind. He caught the shaft and snapped it off. Theresulting agony caused him to recoil involuntarily. A secondshaft cracked wood where his torso had been. Braced on oneknee, and weeping tears of pain, he scrabbled with bloodiedfingers for some purchase point to hold himself upright.Shock made his leg useless, and the one not woundedseemed cramped.

 

By some miracle, his hand dosed over a smoothed endof wood that had been rounded to the form of a handle.Hokanu grimaced at the jolt. He used his last strength tohaul his crippled body upright, and cried out as the handlefumed with a creak and gave way downward.

 

It was not fixed, he realised in panic. He barely heardthe thunk as another arrow bit wood beside his ear.Overwhelmed beyond recovery, he felt himself slidingdownward, as a section of wall gave way

 

Of course! he thought, and in the rush of adrenaline thatfollowed, he laughed aloud. The nameless old MinwanabiLord had built his spies an escape hatch, and he hadaccidentally discovered the release. The trapdoor openedoutward, dragging him from darkness, and a crossfire ofenemy shafts, into a dawn like a new pearl.
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His feet were snapped helplessly off the beam as thedoorway gaped wide, leaving him hanging by the releaselever, in the air. The drop was nothing for a healthyman, a mere dozen feet. But with an arrowhead in hiship, Hokanu feared the shock of the fall might kill, orcause him to faint. He flung away the useless arrow hewas holding, kicked, wrenched, and scrabbled, but failedto gain a second hanthold. His wound hurt mightily, andhis eyes still watered maddeningly.

 

A black-clothed warrior arrived behind the niche he hadjust vacated. He moved gloved hands, notched anotherarrow, and began a steady draw.

 

Gasping, Hokanu looked down, to see a ring of otherenemies converging from the roadside. All that held themback from an open rush was the gelding, innocuouslycropping grass with its reins trailing. The horse washarmless, but the assassins remained wary from the displayof equine irritation they had just witnessed. The animal sawthe approaching assassins and ambled away from them,until he stood directly below Hokanu.

 

'Chochocan bless you,' Hokanu half sobbed. He let go.

His stomach fumed with the plunge, and the slam as hisbody struck the saddle all but undid him. The torment inhis hip became eclipsed by the insult to his manhood. Thegelding grunted, ripped up its head in astonishment, andstumbled to its knees under the impact.

 

'Run, you meat for dogs!' Hokanu screamed, as muchto relieve his own agony as to motivate the horse. He flungforward, gripping the mane in both fists. Though his seatwas halfway out of the cantle, and one leg trailed downthe gelding's flank, he pounded with the heel that still

functioned and drove the horse to its feet.

 

That moment the archers began to fire. Struck in neck,shoulder, and croup, the gelding bucked, but fortune stillsmiled on Hokanu: the movement threw him upward and
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allowed him to hook the saddle flap with his good leg,keeping his seat. The gelding exploded into a galloptoward home.

 

The pounding threatened to shake Hokanu loose. Heclung, dizzied and deafened by pain. His hands stayedlocked white-knuckled in the horse's mane, and his blooddripped and flung away on the wind, mingled with that ofhis mount. He tried, but could not balance his seat. His lamehip prevented him from centering himself in the saddle. Hehad not come this far, he thought with clenched teeth, onlyto spoil things by falling off.

 

But inexorably, he slipped to the side, until his ankledragged in the dust. He dung now by only his knee, and thegelding had begun to crow-hop. One, two, three gyrations,he hung on. and then his hands wrenched free. His bodyarced out into air

 

And was caught, roughly, and unceremoniously rippedfrom the follow through of inertia by a pair of gauntletedhands.

 

'Damn!' Hokanu yelled, and struck earth. Agony torefrom him a shattering cry. The air went black, thenblindingly white, and he heard voices shouting.

One of them was Lujan's.

 

'Assassins,' he gasped out. 'On my tail.'

 

'Already dead, my Lord,' said Mara's Force Commandercrisply. 'Hold still, you're bleeding.'

 

Hokanu forced his eyes open. The sky seemed to swimabove him, incongruously green and clear of mist. Sunrisethrew golden light on the faces of his own patrol.

'We saw the mare come tearing in, riderless,' someonewas saying. 'We assumed trouble on the road. Was Arakasiwith you?'

 

'No,' Hokanu gasped. 'Kentosani. Just listen.' And hemanaged through his pain to recite the recipe for theantidote that was the only hope to save Mara.
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With the practiced efficiency of a field commander, Lujanordered his swiftest warrior to strip off his armor and runto the healer with the instructions Hokanu had just given.As the man hurried away, and through the exploding bustleof activity as escort was arranged, Hokanu dung grimly toconsciousness.

 

More men were sent for a litter to carry the Lady'swounded consort back to the estate house, while Hokanu'svision swam from patchy black to painful sharpness. Heheard cloth tear, felt air against his inflamed skin as Lujanbared his wound.

 

'My Lord,' said the Acoma Force Commander, 'you aregoing to need this arrowhead cut out very quickly if theflesh is not to suppurate.'

 

Hokanu mustered a dogged breath. 'You will havenothing done with that arrow,' he grated. 'Not until Iam back at my Lady's side, and I have seen her restoredby the antidote with my own eyes.'

 

'Your will, my Lord.' The Acoma Force Commanderarose, all brusqueness and hurry. 'Strike Leader,' he shoutedto his sub-officer, 'pick four men, and make up a stretcher!My Lord Hokanu would be at his Lady's side as swiftly aspossible!'
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The sky dimmed.

 

Servants entered on quiet feet to close the screens andlight the lamps in Mara's chamber. They finished their taskand silently bowed to their mistress, who lay unmoving andwax-pale upon her cushions. Then they departed, leavingHokanu alone with his vigil, in a quiet that ate at hisnerves.

 

Seven hours had passed since the antidote had beenadministered, and his Lady showed no improvement. Hereyelids did not flicker in dreaming, and her breathingneither quickened nor changed. As twilight deepenedbeyond the screens and the gloom encroached, isolatinghusband and wife in a wan circle of lamplight, Hokanuknew doubt. What if Korbargh had lied, had misled themby giving a false antidote? What if the ambush at the prayergate had delayed his arrival those critical few minutes, andthe medicine had reached Mara too late? What if the godshad turned against them, and all that they did in life wasmade futile by a foregone conclusion of fate?

 

The ache of his arrow wound and the unrelentingworry over Mara's condition wore Hokanu to distraction.Agonising over the need to act, to do something wherenothing more could be done, he reached out and gatheredup Mara's hand. Was it his imagination, or was her flesh ashade less clammy? Or was his own stressed body growingfeverish and dry, as the untended arrowhead in his hip beganto fester? Doubts chased the tails of uncertainties, and tobreak the cycle of useless worry, Hokanu tried speech.

'Mara,' he began. The emptiness of the room only
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underscored his loneliness. 'Mara.' In vain he searchedfor something to say; but the words had all been said,the endless apologies, the affirmations of love. That pettypolitics should place at risk a woman who, by herself,held so much life within her served only to emphasise thefundamental wrongness of Tsurani society: a wrongnessMara had dedicated herself and her Acoma line to change.Hokanu closed his eyes against tears, unsure whether hisweakness stemmed from deep and heartfelt regret or fromweakness inspired by his wound.

 

How long he sat unmoving, fighting emotions unworthyof the woman who battled against death on the mat,Hokanu could not have said. Except when he raisedhis head at the sound of the knock upon the door, thedark beyond the screens had deepened with the fullnessof night.

 

'Enter,' he called, dizzied from the sudden move he hadmade at the interruption. He realised he had not eaten sincethe day before; surely that was the cause.

 

Lujan entered and bowed briskly. Although he wouldnormally be off duty at this hour, taking his ease at theevening meal, tonight he still wore his armor and theplain sword he preferred for field service. Dusty, smellingof sweat, he straightened up, regarded the master with apenetrating stare, and compressed his lips into a line whilehe awaited permission to speak.

 

Hokanu gave a listless wave.

 

'Lord?' The tone of question was most unlike the AcomaForce Commander.

 

Sure a tactful inquiry concerning his own health wouldfollow, Hokanu stiffened. His hand tightened over Mara's,and he said crisply, 'You have a report to make?'

Lujan's chin jerked up at the reprimand. 'I took theliberty of sending out a scouting detail, under Force LeaderIrrilandi.' The former Minwanabi Force Commander had
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been detailing patrols over the hills beyond these estatesfor more years than Lujan had been alive. -:

 

Hokanu nodded for the Acoma officer to continue.

Lujan said, 'The patrol turned up a small force armed fora foray. There was a confrontation. Most of the enemy liedead, but two were taken alive. One had a loose tongue.It would appear that the five archers who ambushed youwere only advance scouts. They were sent to reconnoiterthe roadway and select the site for a more decisive ambush. lBut they had not expected you to be mounted and traveling ~ Iat such speed. They were caught off guard, and had to ! limprovise. The other men, disguised as bandits, were not in i

place, and plainly only the gods' favor spared your life.'

Half muddled by discomfort from his wound, Hokanunodded. 'Did you find out who sent the murdering dogs?'

Lujan hesitated before he replied. His eyes remained onthe master, naked with worry, as he hooked his thumbsin his baldric. 'Jiro,' he snapped at last. 'The proof isincontrovertible. The Anasati Lord was behind this.'

Hokanu blinked to dear his head. 'Then he will haveto die.'

 

'No. Husband, you must not even voice such a notion.How can we go against the edict of the Assembly ofMagicians?' murmured a weak voice from the cushions.

Both Lujan and Hokanu whirled around.

 

Mara's eyes were open and lucid in her drawn face. Herfingers tightened shakily inside her husband's grip. 'Howcan we kill Jiro when the Great Ones have forbidden ourblood feud?'

 

'Thank the Good God!' Hokanu exclaimed. He bent overhis wife and kissed her cheek, though the motion left himdizzy. 'Beloved, how do you feel?'

 

'annoyed,' Mare confessed. 'I should have known betterthan to taste that chocolate. My greed to gain a trademonopoly nearly became my undoing.'

Hokanu stroked her hand. 'Rest now. We are lucky tohave you with us.'

 

Mara's brow puckered into a frown. 'The baby? Whathas become of our son?' But the anguish on Hokanu'sface told her all she needed to know. She braced herselfand closed her eyes. 'Two sons,' she whispered. 'Two sonsdead, and we can spill no blood in retribution.' The phraseseemed to exhaust the last of her resources, for she driftedaway into sleep, a flush of anger still staining the pallor ofher cheeks.

 

Servants descended in force upon the sick chamber theinstant the Lady stilled into slumber. A healer with a satchelof remedies directed them to air Mara's bedding, and to turndown the wicks in the lamps. Lujan did not wait for orders,but stepped forward, caught Hokanu in his strong arms,and lifted the master bodily from Mara's side.

'Force Commander!' snapped the Shinzawai irritably. 'Ican walk on my own, and as of this moment you aredismissed.'

 

For answer, he received Lujan's most disarming grin. 'Iam my Lady's man, Master Hokanu. Tonight I will take noorders from a Shinzawai. If you were one of my warriors, Iwould forbid you outright to move with such a wound. Andtruth to tell, I fear my Lady's wrath the more. I will have youoff to visit the surgeon to have that arrowhead removed. Ifyou were to die of Jiro's plots while Mara slept, that wouldbe doing her no service.' His tone was almost insolent, but

his eyes spoke heartfelt thanks to the man who had savedthe woman who was paramount in both their lives.

The surgeon set aside bloodstained instruments, lookedup from his work, and met Lujan's eyes. Lamplightburnished the sweat-streaked planes of his face, to reveala strained expression. 'No, the light is quite sufficient,' hesaid hoarsely. 'I can see well enough to work.'

252

 

Mistress of the Empire

 

'Then the prognosis is not good,' Lujan whispered back.His hands stayed steady and firm on Hokanu's leg, anassurance to the injured man as much as a restraint t okeep an inopportune flinch from disrupting the healer'stouch. Dosed with sa wine laced with a narcotic herb todull pain, Hokanu might not realise where he was or whatwas happening well enough to hold his honor and keepmotionless. Still, no matter how muddled the consciousnessof a man became, his spirit would remain aware. If thenews was going to be bad, Hokanu's wal, his inner self,did not need to hear before he was sufficiently recoveredto maintain self-control.

 

Yet either Lujan's words were not quiet enough, or thewounded man was unwilling to relinquish consciousnessenough to be spared. Hokanu weakly raised his head. 'Ifthere is something wrong, I'll hear of it now.'

The healer wiped his hands on a cloth. He mopped hisbrow also, though his infirmary was not hot. He turnedworried eyes to Lujan, who nodded, then looked back atMara's consort. 'The arrowhead is removed, master. But itwas deep into the bone, and your attempts to move and runcaused much damage. Tendons and ligaments are severed,some frayed beyond my skills to sew back.' He did notadd that the wound was deep, and the lacerations invitedinfection. He would pack the tears with poultice, but thatwas all he could do.

 

'Are you telling me I won't walk again?' Hokanu's voicedid not quaver, but held only the sharpness of command.

The healer sighed. 'You will walk, master. But you willnever lead a charge onto a battlefield again. You will limp,and your balance will be compromised. In combat, anycompetent enemy would see your lameness and kill youeasily. My Lord, you must never don armor again.' Heshook his grey head in sympathy. 'I am sorry. That is thebest I can promise.'
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Hokanu turned his face toward the wall, utterly still.Not even his hands tensed into fists; his rage, or his pain,stayed hidden. But Lujan, who was a warrior also, knewhis mind: that he was yet his father's heir, and had stoodas Shinzawai Force Commander. It was an ill thing for aman in line for the mantle of a great house to become acripple. Lujan noticed the barest tremor in the sinews underhis hands. He felt his heart wrench, but dared not offersympathy, for fear that Hokanu's desperately held dignitywould break down.

 

And yet the man that Mara had married showed onceagain the sternness of his fiber. 'Get on with your work,healer,' he said. 'Sew up what you can, and for the loveof the gods, give me no more medicinal wine. I would beaware when my Lady wakes, and not half out of my headwith self-pity brought on by drink.'

 

'Shift the lamp, then,' muttered the surgeon. 'I'll havethis over with as quickly as may be.'

 

'Good servant, in that I may be of assistance,' said a quietvoice from the doorway.

 

The surgeon started in surprise, his hand half extendedtoward his tray of instruments; Lujan all but released holdof Hokanu's leg in his initial annoyance. 'I told the guardon this corridor that the master was not to be disturbed.For any reason.' He half turned, drawing breath to dressdown the lax soldier, and checked, appalled.

 

The wizened man in coarse brown robes who stood atthe edge of the lamplight was no servant but a priestof Hantukama, the God of Healing. Lujan had seen hislike once before, on the day Keyoke's life had been savedfrom multiple battle wounds and a leg amputation gone

septic. He recognised the stranger's order by the shavedsemicircle at the back of his head, and by the intricatebraid that trailed from his nape. Mindful of how difficultit was to gain the services of such a priest, Lujan bowed as
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deeply as the lowliest scullion to atone for his thoughtlessaddress.

 

'Forgive me, good priest, for my ill manners. In mymistress's name, you are welcome here, my brutish behaviora pitiful reflection on the honor of this house.'

The priest stepped forward, silent on bare feet. Hissun-browned face showed no affront but only deepestsympathy as he touched the warrior's shoulder. 'Withmaster and Lady both hurt, you would be a poor guardianif you did not seek to spare them from intrusions.'

Lujan spoke with his face still pressed to the floor. 'Goodpriest, if you have come to help, my feelings are of noconsequence before the needs of my master and Lady.'

Now the priest frowned, a fearful expression on aface that habitually was serene. His hand tightened, insurprising strength, and he raised Lujan from his postureof submission. 'On the contrary,' he snapped. 'The spiritand the feelings of any man are equal in the sight of my god.You are forgiven your lapse of manners, worthy warrior.Go now. Leave me to my business with your master, andmind your post by the door with all vigilance.'

Lujan snapped the priest a salute, hand over heart, andstepped out as ordered. The surgeon gave a hasty half bow,and made as if to follow. But the priest waved for him tostay as he stepped to Hokanu's bedside. 'My novice is buta boy, and too tired from travel to assist. He sleeps, and ifI am to be of service to my god, I will need help.'

The priest set down his satchel. He took the sick man'ssweating fingers into his own and looked into Hokanu'seyes. 'Son of my god, how are you?'

 

Hokanu inclined his head, the best he could managefor courtesy. 'I do well enough. Blessings of yourgod, and Chochocan's favor for guiding you to thishouse.' He drew a difficult breath and forced his voicesteady over his pain. 'If I may presume, I would ask
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that you look after my Lady. Her need is greater thanmine.'

 

The priest pursed his lips. 'No. I say not' -he heldup a hand, forestalling Hokanu's protest- 'and it is myjudgment to make. I have seen the Good Servant already. Itraveled here in answer to her need, for her sacrifice and herlove for her people are recognised by the followers of mygod. But she is mending well enough without Hantukama'sblessing. You brought the antidote in good time.'

Hokanu closed his eyes, his relief palpable. 'I am gratefulto hear she will be well again.'

 

'She will be well.' The priest paused, his face suddenlycareworn. As if he chose his words carefully, he added,'But you should know, as her consort, that she will bearonly one more child. The poison caused damage, and thatwas the best the healing powers of my god would allow.'

Hokanu's eyes flicked open, black in the flicker oflamplight. His warrior's composure held, and nothing ofhis anguish leaked through, that his Lady could not havethe many children she craved, to secure both her line andhis also. 'That is enough, then, good priest.'

A silence fell over the chamber, with the surgeon standingmotionless in respect for his master's feelings. Thehiss of the oil lamp blended with the whisper of thebreeze beyond the screen and, farther off, the trampof a warrior answering the change of the watch. Withsummer past, the amphibious creatures were silent onthe lakeshore; only insects sang in the soft warmth ofthe night.

 

Out of that stillness, and the peace that ruled the latehour, the priest of Hantukama spoke. 'Master Hokanu,that is not enough.'

 

The eyes of Mara's consort focused with an effort,through the dulling effects of drugged wine. He lookedat the slender, wizened little priest, and pulled himself
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half upright. 'What more would you ask of me that I havenot already given?'

 

The priest of Hantukama sighed and returned a thinsmile. 'It is that you give too much, son of my god. Yourlove and devotion to your Lady consume all that you haveand all that you are. For her, the heir to the Shinzawai hasrisked the wholeness of his leg, and for her, he would laydown his life to spare her own. I say, as the voice of mygod, that this is too much.'

 

Now Hokanu's cheeks flushed red in anger. 'What honorwould I have if I saved myself before Mara?'

 

The priest pressed him back against his cushions with atouch that was gentle but firm. 'She does not need yourrescue,' he said, inarguably blunt. 'She is Servant of theEmpire and Lady of the Acoma. She has her own strength.She needs you as confidant and companion beside her, notas a shield before her.'

 

Hokanu drew breath to argue. The priest gave him asharp shake that made him gasp in discomfort. 'You areno less than she in the eyes of this Empire and my god.The continuance of this nation, and the better life for allpromised by the Light of Heaven, rely upon you, as heir tothe House of Shinzawai, as much as on her. You are a majorplayer in this changed Game of the Council. This you mustunderstand.'

 

Too weakened to argue, Hokanu sank back. 'You soundas if you know the future,' he said tiredly. 'What is it yousee that we do not?'

 

But the priest would not say. Instead he stepped fromHokanu's shoulder, and laid his hands on the flesh ateither side of the wound on Hokanu's hip. Softly, firmly,he addressed the surgeon. 'Open my satchel, good healer. Ifthis man is to rise without a limp, there is a long night's workahead, and a need to invoke the blessing of my god.'

Word of the ambush against Hokanu and the certaintyof Mara's recovery caught up with Arakasi on a riverbarge bound downriver from Kentosani. The messengerwho brought the news arrived just past dawn, duringa stop to load fresh fruit. He boarded with the slavescarrying the baskets of jomach, and slipped unobtrusivelyforward to the huddled mass of deck passengers whobought their comfortless passage for a centi each. Thebarge was crowded with three families of migrant fruitpickers, two scabby beggars who had been run out ofKentosani for plying their craft without license from theEmperor, and a guild runner with a swollen ankle boundsouth to ask charity of an uncle while his injury healed.

Arakasi was seated between two lashed casks, his darkhood drawn over his face. Since he was as dirty as thebeggars, and looked as shifty as a street thief, the peasantmothers with their fretful infants and gaggle of skinnychildren had given him wide berth. The newcomer foundenough space to squeeze down beside him, and whispernews from the Acoma estate.

 

Eyes closed, head lolling against a barrel, the Spy Masterappeared asleep; he had charcoal under his fingernails andan untended scab on his chin. He smelled as though he hadnot bathed in a sevenday. But his ears heard well. After amoment through which he thought furiously, he grumbledsleepily, rolled on his side, and returned the barest breathof a whisper.

 

'I will not be getting off at the river fork. Tell theconnection there to convey my regards to our masterand mistress. If I am needed, have the net ask after mefrom the jewel setter adjacent to the trophy stuffer's shopin Sulan-Qu. You'll know the place by the harulth skull on

the signpost.'

 

The messenger touched the Spy Master's wrist in confirmation.Then he made a noise of disgust, leaned over
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toward the nearest of the passengers, and began to proselytisefor an obscure priesthood of Lulondi, God of Farmers.

'Be off, pest,' snapped the bothered victim. 'I don't lovevegetables, and the flies are bad enough on this journeywithout your carping on top of them!'

 

The messenger bowed, carelessly banging an elbow intothe knee of a peasant wife. She cursed him, lashed out afoot, and caught him a blow in the shins.

 

The disturbance brought the attention of the bargemaster. 'Hey there! Mind you stay quiet, or I'll heavethe lot of you overboard.'

 

The farm wife returned loud protest. 'This scum ishere soliciting, and did you get a coin for his passage,anyway?'

 

The bargemaster scowled, tramped forward, and peeredat the prostrate man the farm wife pointed her callousedfinger at.

 

'You! Vermin-carrying, sores-ridden wretch! Have you acenti to pay for your space?' The barge master held out hishand, sweating in his annoyance.

 

The man he singled out muttered pitiably. 'For thegoodness of Lulondi's blessing, I ask that you let me stay.'

The barge master scowled and snapped his fingers. 'I'llshow you Lulondi's blessing.' At his signal, two polemenarose from their resting place by the rail. Muscled likewrestlers, they came forward on bandy legs and bowedbefore their master. 'Heave him off,' the barge masterordered in disgust. 'And none too gently, either, since hethought to stow away.'

 

Identical grins spread across the faces of the polemen.They grabbed their victim by the wrists, raised him, andtossed him over the side.

 

He landed with a smack and a splash of dirty water thatall but swamped the fruit seller's dugout, tied alongside forthe transfer of goods. The slaves whacked him away with

.
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their paddles, and the barge crew, the deck passengers, andbystanders gathered on the shore all laughed as the wretchkicked free of the strangling folds of his cloak and swamlike a river rodent for dry land.

 

'Lulondi's blessing, indeed,' harrumphed the barge master.He whirled, his mind back on business, and steppedover a snoring Arakasi without so much as a glance.

Two days later, Mara's Spy Master disembarked in SulanQu.He made his way across the riverfront, unobtrusive inthe noon shadows. The streets were nearly deserted, theshops closed in siesta. What few loiterers were about eitherslept in the shade of the window awnings and balconiesor poked through the refuse in the gutters, in search of acrust to eat. Arakasi made his way to the House of SevenStars, a brothel that catered to wealthy nobles with oddtastes. There, under a back-door arch adorned with kissingcherubs, he knocked in a prescribed sequence. The panelopened, and an immensely fat woman hung with beads andcorcara necklaces pulled him inside.

 

'Gods,' she murmured in a voice as deep as a man's, 'doyou always have to come here smelling like a sewer? Wehave clients upstairs who might be offended.' .~

Arakasi flashed a grin. 'Now, Bubara, don't tell me you'veused up all the bath water with the kekali leaves and citrus

so early in the day?'

 

The madam grunted through her nose. 'Hardly. The girlsand boys have to smell sweet.' She twitched a flabby armthrough a curtain, and a naked deaf-mute child with skin thecolor of chocha-la beans scurried out and bowed before her.

She motioned toward Arakasi and nodded.

 

The little boy looked at the dirty visitor, cocked hishead to one side, and grinned in delighted recognition.Unmindful of the smell, he took the charcoal-marked handand led the Spy Master off.
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Arakasi tousled the boy's hair and from some hiddenpocket produced a cho-ja-made candy. The boy smiled,showing a pathetic expanse of gums where teeth shouldhave been at his age. He made soft moans of pleasure andbowed his forehead to his fists repeatedly as a gesture ofthanks.

 

As an afterthought, Arakasi added two shell coins.'Somebody should buy you some clothing,' he mutteredand caught the boy by the elbow, tugging him upright ashe made to prostrate himself on the floor. He patted theboy again on the head and waved him off, as he had beenthis way many times and knew which room he sought.

He moved off down the corridor, touched a section ofcarving that unlatched a hidden door, and climbed thenarrow, shadowy stair beyond to a cubbyhole underthe eaves, while, behind him, the little boy clutched histreasured gifts and groveled upon the pretty carpets forlong, unnoticed minutes.

 

In the cramped chamber, under the heat of shingles ablazeunder the noon sun, Arakasi picked from an assortment ofcarry boxes and chests which held garments of all types,from beaded, glittering robes to field workers' smocks. Heselected an orange-and-purple livery and a dusty pair o fsandals with a hole in the toe of the left one's sole. Thenhe bundled his unwashed robes in another chest that heldwhat looked to be beggar's rags, and, dad in nothing but hisdirt and a soiled loincloth, made his way back downstairsto avail himself of the madam's bath.

 

An hour later, he was on his knees in the offices of the-moneylenders' guild, a scrub brush and bucket in hand.Afternoon trade had resumed, and if he spent overlongcleansing the tiles around the desk of the clerk by theaisle, no one commented. Merchants tended to kick himout of their path as they came and went, particularly ifrepayment of their loans was behind schedule, or if theirneed for credit had resulted from misfortune: a caravanload lost to bandits or a silk shipment spoiled by dampweather.

 

Arguments tended to flare in the heat of afternoon, andno one noticed that the servant muttered under his breathas he scrubbed the tiles.

 

Except the clerk who, as he copied rows of figures, heldhis head tilted to one side.

 

'. . . hafta track in dog dung,' Arakasi grumbled. 'Shouldbe a law against letting the pets of the ladies defecate in thestreets.' He sniffed, cursed his aching back, and in exactlythe same singsong tone added, 'Offends my nose, it does,and did you notice whether the red boy took out any notesthat might have been for blood money? Crap in the washwater again, and I'm tired of refilling my bucket.'

The clerk scrubbed sweat from his brow, picked a slate offa corner of his desk, and made a notation. Then he shuffledit into another stack, smeared with erasures and chalk dust,and lashed out with a foot, catching the floor scrubber ahard blow in the ribs. 'Here, you. Clean these.'

Arakasi tugged his forelock and pressed his nose to thewet tiles. 'Your will, sir, master, your will.' He acceptedthe pile of slates, shuffled off to fetch a rag, and began theappointed task. His muttering continued, the inflection evenas ever as he came to the slate with the blurred notation. Atthe sight of the figures there, with dates noted in code toone side, he could barely keep his wipe rag steady. Threeflicks of his wrist, and the slate was empty, the figuresand dates committed to memory. His appearance remainedinnocuously bland, but his heartbeat doubled.

 

For 'red boy' was his code name for Anasati, and theclerk, a carefully placed agent. The numbers exchanged had

revealed large sums in metal, taken out by the Anasati FirstAdviser. They had not been for trade purposes; those the
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hadonra would have signed for, and most would have beenin notes to merchants that handled regular transactions.One of the sums had been borrowed just before the time ofArakasi's near-disastrous exposure in the silk warehouse.Could the events have been connected? And the other two,recently dated, might have been payments to the HamoiTong, blood money for specified assassinations.

Arakasi polished the last slate and shuffled back to theclerk's desk. He resumed mopping the floor, and roundlycursed when the clerk tossed a bit of thyza paper at thewaste bin and missed. The crumpled bit of scrap landed onArakasi's cleaned tiles. He retrieved it, bowed obsequiously,and deposited it within the waste barrel.- But a second scrapof paper twisted inside remained in his palm, and vanishedinto a fold o' his loincloth.

 

He endured the cuffs and blows of the merchants as hescrubbed his way across the aisle, until he reached havenin a far corner.

 

Just before dosing time, when voices were loudest andtempers most frayed, an ostentatiously dressed merchantstopped by the desk of the clerk who was Arakasi's agent.He flicked a swift glance about the shop, saw that all onthe floor were occupied, and made an inquiry.

 

The apparently flustered clerk dropped his chalk. Arakasidipped his scrub brush into his bucket and started on a newsection of floor, but his bent head was angled so that hecaught a clear view of the exchange at the clerk's deskunder his arm.

 

The two men spoke for a few minutes. Shell counterschanged hands, invisibly to anyone who happened to bestanding, but not to a servant bent down on the floor. Themerchant glanced to left and right, his eyes bright withexhilaration.

 

Arakasi, muttering, repressed a frown. Where have Iseen that man before? he thought. Where? And in time
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the answer came to him, who was adept at separating detailsfrom circumstance, no matter how incongruous they mighthave seemed.

 

He knew, with a thrill of excitement, that the man dressedas the gaudy merchant was none other than Chumaka, theAnasati First Adviser.

 

'Chochocan's favor,' he grumbled. 'Damned floor goeson forever.' He dragged his bucket to one side, half blockingthe doorway that led to the privy. A moment later, he wasrewarded by another blow in the ribs, as the clerk whohastened to nature's call tripped over him.

 

'Damn you for a wretch!' He bent to deliver anotherpunitive blow, and, between curses, said breathlessly, 'Themerchant wanted to know if anyone had made inquiryinto the Anasati accounts. I told him several shifty andquestionable men had offered me bribes to that effect, justto make him worry.'

 

Arakasi choked back a grin, and pressed his face to thefloor in a slave's bow of apology. 'Sorry, sir, master, I'msorry. That's damned interesting news, and forgive me formy clumsiness, I beg you.'

 

'You aren't forgiven!' shouted the clerk. 'Get out on thestreet and scrub the stoop! And make sure no street bratshave made water on the pillars on the alley side, whileyou're at it.'

 

Arakasi bowed and scraped, and backed hastily outthe door. But though he detailed his sharpest squad ofstreet children to seek out the merchant's trail, no trace

of Chumaka could be found.

 

By sundown, Mara's Spy Master was forced to concedethe man's cleverness. It also left him worried. He felt coldto discover a man who could match his skills at subterfugein the camp of an enemy. For not only was Jiro swornto destroy Mara, he was the most dangerous member ofthe traditionalist faction that sought to bring down the
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Emperor. Others might be more public in their opposition,but Arakasi had no doubt that Jiro sought advantageby letting others voice his desires. What progress hadbeen made to change a governance fallen to stagnationand decay remained threatened. As evening fell, Arakasihastened through darkening streets toward the House ofSeven Stars. He must go there and shift identity, thenreturn to his mistress straight away. For although he hadrun into a dead end in his lead to root out the HamoiTong, he had other disquieting news to report, concerningpolitical affairs within the Empire. Still more upsetting washis chance discovery that Chumaka, First Adviser to Jiroof the Anasati, had somehow discovered a need to guardhis tracks.

 

Which of his agents, Arakasi wondered in anxiety, hadbeen found out?

 

10
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Mara fretted.

 

The debilitating effects of her poisoning passed too slowlyfor her liking. Two months since the event, and still she wastoo weak to travel. She regarded the afternoon sunlight thatstriped the carpet in her study, and frowned. She ought tobe in the Holy City, attending the semiannual convocationof the Emperor's advisers. Frasai of the Tonmargu, theImperial Overlord, had lost his health; some whisperedin corners that he was becoming senile. The rumorswere baseless, but even in his vigorous years as ClanWarchief, the Lord of the Tonmargu had ruled withan uncertain hand, trying to please divergent factions.Mara worried. With Frasai's authority crumbling, and theImperial Chancellor, Hokanu's father, Kamatsu, hamperedon all sides by traditionalist attacks that threatened not onlyhis own prosperity, but that of his allies and supporters, thisautumn's meeting could easily become a battleground.

The bloodier days when the Game of the Council hadbeen played under rule of a Warlord were still too recentto be forgotten.

 

Mara hit her thin fist on her writing desk in an unwonteddisplay of frustration, and arose to pace. That she was tooweak to walk without the aid of a cane made her flush withannoyance. The servants who attended her needs, and eventhe runner boy by the doorway, turned their faces awayfrom the emotions that played with embarrassing plainnessacross their Lady's face.

 

But today, she was too exasperated to waste effortkeeping up a proper Tsurani facade. Kevin the barbarian,
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had he been there, would have teased her for that. Marafelt a pang in a place she had thought hardened over withcallus. 'Damn the man,' she muttered, and banged downher cane for emphasis.

 

A gentle voice chided from the doorway. 'The Empirewon't fall apart, just because its favorite Servant is toounwell to go to council.' Clad in little more than anoverrobe dampened from sweat from his arms practice,Hokanu stepped in, the limp in his stride nearly gone.As Mara rounded on him in a fury, he caught her wrists.She had no strength; his fingers could circle her bones likeshackles, she was so thin, and he had to take care not tobruise her. He spoke again with a firmness that of necessityhe withheld from his grip. 'My Lady, Lord Hoppara willhave things well in hand. The council will not go to piecesbecause you're not there.'

 

She looked up, her eyes snapping. After a moment, shesaid, 'Stop treating me as though I were made of glass.You and I know the traditionalists will be vicious in theirplotting, and not half of what happens will take place inthe council chamber. Bargains will- be made, terms set, antconditions agreed upon, and many who would otherwiseact with caution will not, because I am not there!'

Hokanu smiled, freed one of her wrists, and straighteneda fallen wisp of her hair. As he wound it back under whathe guessed was the correct jade pin, he hid his pain that herdark locks had lost their shine, and her skin no longer hadthe luster of corcara shell. Her dancer's litheness had gone,through her weeks in a sickbed. She still looked peaked, andnot even Lujan could get her to rest through the heat of theafternoons. 'Imperial politics aside, pretty bird, I've takenthe liberty of assembling your maids. You have a visitor.'

'Dear gods, state clothing?' Mara's fury changed coursetoward annoyance. 'I'll suffocate. Whose father has comethis time, hoping to touch my robe hem to gain the
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luck to find auspicious husbands for his five ill-favoreddaughters?'

 

Hokanu laughed, clasped her waist, and lifted herwholesale into his arms. 'How bitchy we are today. Didyou know that Jican was approached by a merchant whooffered him metal for your cast-off clothing? He wanted tosew the rags into ribbons to sell for souvenirs.'

Mara stiffened in affront. 'Jican didn't tell me that!'

'He knew,' Hokanu began, and grunted as the wraith-likewoman in his arms caught him in the diaphragm with anelbow. He shifted her out of reach of a stiffening bruisegained at sword drill, and manfully continued speaking.'Your hadonra didn't tell you. He knew you'd ask to havethe poor man whipped off the estates, and he deemed thatinappropriate hospitality, even for a rude schemer.'

As her husband stepped into the hallway, Mara said aword that certainly would have tarnished the reverent imageof her held by the commoners. Then she poked her husbandin the arm. 'So who is this visitor that Jican and you havedecided it's safe for me to see?'

 

A grin spread across Hokanu's handsome face. 'You'll

want your makeup. It's Lady Isashani of the Zacatecas.'

'Here?' Mara's voice was shrill with dismay. She reachedup and worriedly began to pat at her hair.

 

Since that was the first moment anyone had seen her havea care for her personal appearance since her miscarriage,Hokanu silently thanked the provocative beauty whowaited in Mara's best sitting room. Maybe after today theLady of the Acoma would hear sense, and stop spending thereserves she needed for healing on frazzled nervous energy.The healing priest had judged that the antidote had rescuedMara from the very gates of the Red God's hall, and thatwith rest and a calm mind, it would take three monthsfor her bodily recovery, then another to regain her fullstrength. But Mara's emotional state after the death of
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another baby and a near-miss on her own life had beenanything but restful. Hokanu feared it would be longerthan three months before his wife became her former self.

An emphatic squirm from his wife reminded Hokanupainfully that her fitness had not been the only one tosuffer. If he did not sweat through a hot bath, and soon,he was going to be wretchedly stiff. She interpreted hisgrimace, as she was wont to do.

 

'You must not be long at your bath, dear man. IfIsashani's come, there will be subtleties and intriguesabout her as thick as perfume. It will take a handsomeface to flatter the information out of her, and since I'mnot male and a favorite of hers, you are placed on yourhonor as Acoma consort to attend.'

 

Hokanu was neither so tired from his exercise, nor sodeaf to nuance, that he did not hear the underlying fearin his Lady's voice. 'What troubles you, Lady? Normallyyou would be delighted by a visit by Lady Isashani.'

Mara looked up at him, her eyes black in the thickergloom of the hallway. 'The Great Game,' she murmured.'It turns too often toward bloodshed, and once more thereare rumors of a plot against the Emperor.'

 

Hokanu's face went hard. 'I'll be there. But after mybath, and after you women have a chance to renew youracquaintance.' Dangerous politics might be the reasonbehind the Xacatecas dowager's visit; but Hokanu wasdamned if he would forfeit the chance to have Marabenefit from the former Ruling Lady of the Xacatecas'shrewd insight and wit.

 

Mara looked like a lost waif in the enveloping weight ofher finery. She entered the sitting room with small, demuresteps, not for the sake of dainty appearance, but because ofweakness. The luster of her emeralds and jade outshone hereyes, and the bow she gave the tall woman who awaited herpresence in purple-and-gold robes was of necessity shallowand brief. Prolonged obeisance of any form would have seenher on her knees on the floor, and stubborn pride preventedher from having a serving man along to steady her.

Lady Isashani of the Xacatecas arose from her cushionsin a sweep of fine silk and perfumes. Her eyes were richbrown, and exotically slanted. Her hair had silver mixedin with its auburn, and the thyza powder she had used toburnish her distinctive cheekbones must have been mixedwith sparkling bits of ground shell. The effect glittered withtiny points of light, and enhanced the milk-and-rose skinthat had retained its glow- of youth as if by a magician'sspell. Renowned for her beauty, feared for her shrewdness,and acknowledged as a matchless manipulator, the dowagerLady of the Xacatecas hurried forward and supportedMara's elbow.

 

'You're obviously not hale, my dear.' Her voice wasfine-grained, mellow as the tone of a treasured old instrumenthanded down through generations of players. 'Andformalities are wasted between friends.'

 

Mara sank gratefully into deep cushions. Her own voicesounded dry as the scratch of sand as she opened with thetime-honored words of greeting toward one of higher socialposition. 'Welcome to my house, Lady. Are you well?'

Isashani inclined her head, a saucy smile dimplingher cheeks. 'I thank the Good Servant for the undeservedcourtesy,' she answered, her tone one of genuinepleasure at Mara's reversal of their ranks. While she

was Mara's senior in age and experience, she was buta former Ruling Lady and Mara was Servant of theEmpire. 'I do well enough, but you look like hwaetgruel left in the sun for the livestock. My dear, haveyou given up eating altogether?' That her words weredirect as a spearcast did not surprise Mara, but thatbluntness had unbalanced many an opponent of House
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Xacatecas whose wits were left muddled by the Lady'salluring loveliness.

 

Mara dropped her eyes from the dazzle of gleaming violasilk trimmed expensively with gold thread, and as quicklyglanced away from the tray of sweetmeats and sliced fruitsleft by the servants for her guest's refreshment. She evaded.'You surely didn't come here to hear me complain of myhealth.' In fact, nourishment held no savor. The poison hatleft her stomach nervous and delicate.

 

The reply from the Lady came barbed as a riposte. 'Icertainly didn't come here to indulge you by watchingyou sulk.'

 

Mara repressed a flinch. From anyone else she mustinterpret such rebuke as an insult; but Isashani's deepeyes held sympathy that stung her like a slap because itwas genuine. She sighed, and emotion that had hardenedsince her miscarriage eased a little. 'I'm sorry. I didn't realisemy mood was so transparent.'

 

~Sorry won't suffice.' Isashani reached out a perfectlygroomed hand, selected a plate, and served up a portionof the fruit. 'Eat, or else I'll call your maids and have thembundle you straight off to bed.'

 

She would, too, Mara thought, and her perfidious maidswould probably obey without pause to question that thewish of their mistress might not be in accord. Isashanihandled authority like an irascible field general, and folkin her presence tended to march to her tune, and thinkthe better of their actions afterward. Since Mara did notfeel strong enough to argue, she began to nibble a slice ofjomach. She, too, could be direct. 'Why did you come?'

Isashani gave her back a look that measured; then, asif reassured that Mara's inner fiber was not as depletedas her physical resilience, she poured herself chocha fromthe pot upon the snack tray. 'Lord Jiro of the Anasati hasmade overtures toward my late husband's oldest bastardson.' Her voice was hard as rare barbarian steel, at oddswith her fragile beauty.

 

Mara set aside her half-eaten fruit slice, unthinking.A frown marked her brow. 'Wenaseti,' she said, quietlyquestioning.

 

An elegant nod from her guest confirmed that this wasthe name of the bastard in question; Isashani returned asmall smile in salute. That Mara knew the name at allwas impressive, since the late Lord Chipino had sampledconcubines and courtesans like fine wines. His bastardswere numerous as vermin, and though all had been raisedin evenhanded fairness by House Xacatecas, their temperamentsand characters varied like weather. The old Lord hadshared his sheets as readily for beauty as for brains, andthough none of the mothers he got with child had been ableto successfully challenge Isashani's preeminent position asLady and wife, some had been bitter in their defeat, andhad taught their resentment to their offspring. The currentheir, Hoppara, relied on his dowager mother's shrewd graspof family politics to keep his sprawling collection of siblingsand bastard relations in line.

 

'It is our great good fortune,' Isashani added with aspark to her eye that suggested a sharpness of circumstancesmoothed over, 'that Wenaseti is a son loyal to his bloodline.Jiro was rebuffed.'

 

Mara's frown did not ease, and the glint in Isashani'sglance did not soften. As second-in-command to Lord Frasaias Imperial Overlord, Lord Hoppara of the Xacatecas held apivotal position in the Emperor's court. That he was youngfor such a powerful post made him vulnerable; his staunch

advice and quick perception often stiffened Lord Frasai'ssuggestible nature to take action in time to avert setbacksfrom the traditionalist factions that sought to underminereform and reinstate the abolished office of Warlord.

Lord Hoppara removed meant a key defense lost: a
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dangerous step closer to bloodshed and the barely stayedthreat of civil war. Something in Isashani's mien gavewarning.

 

Mara said, 'You've had an assassination attempt.'

Isashani's face went motionless as porcelain. 'Several.'

Mara dosed her eyes. She felt weak to her core, pressedof a sudden by a weariness that made her long to give up ~the greater fight, and to narrow her hopes and her efforts r3,toward Acoma survival in the face of perils that closed likea ring of naked swords. Yet she was Servant of the Empire,and no longer the inexperienced girl torn from service toLashima's order to take over a beleaguered house. ~eenemies of the Emperor were Acoma foes also; for shewas as the king post that holds the weight of a great roof.To bring down imperial rule, Jiro and his allies must firstcut off her support.

 

The thought that followed hard after was that the HamoiTong had been far too successful in its assassinationattempts against friends and allies and family. For aslong as Jiro ruled, the Anasati would continue to stoopto the hiring of assassins; the tong had become a liability nolonger safe to ignore. Mara would never forget the horror ofnear strangulation, or the pain of the miscarriage broughton by poison. For the rest of her days she would suffergrief for Ayaki's death. Wrapped in bleak thoughts, Mara wasmade aware of Hokanu's entrance only by Isashani'swords of formal greeting.

 

She opened her eyes to see her husband bowing over theLady of the Xacatecas' hand. He was self-conscious as aboy, an odd mien for a man who had commanded armiesin the name of his Emperor, and whose own social gracehad made Mara the envy of unmarried daughters of greathouses. Yet Isashani's skills at confounding men were sofacile that it was rumored that she was secretly a witch whomaniDulated her admirers through enchantment. Hokanu:
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was one of her favorites, and her soft, bantering flattery sethim at his ease at once. Men she did not care for had beenknown to stay tongue-tied in her presence for remarkableintervals of time.

 

Still half dazzled by Isashani's charm, Hokanu took aseat beside his wife. He folded Mara's hand inside his ownand said, 'We also are weary of playing mo-jo-go againstthe tong.' He referred to a card game often played for heavystakes. 'Really, it would be a relief to us all if Ichindarwould sire a son. A male heir to the imperial throne woulddo much to damp the fires of the traditionalist faction.'

Isashani's dark eyes flashed amusement. 'It has been adull few years for matchmaking, I'll agree, with everyhighborn son taking concubines instead of wives, in thehope of winning an imperial daughter for marriage. Theparties are getting quite vicious, with so many unwed girlsspitting at each other like sarcat cubs.'

 

From there the subject turned to the trade war betweena consortium from the Omechan Clan and a KanazawaiClan group, which was causing Hokanu's father setbacksin the resin market. Frustrated by the resultant shortage inthe production of laminated hide, the armourers' guild wason the verge of joining the fray, with the shipdmasters andstevedores in Jamar upset by embargoes that disrupted sailingschedules. Since the Acoma had needra hides mildewingin warehouses in Sulan-Qu, and the Anasati did not, theconsensus was that Jiro's allies were behind the disturbance.It did the Omechan no good to recall that their own disunityhad provided the opening that had given the Emperorabsolute power to begin with.

 

Afternoon blended into evening. As Mara's wearinessbecame evident, and she excused herself to retire, Isashaniat last took her leave. Seated in her litter in the dooryard,

with her bearers in place to depart, she raised her dark eyesto Hokanu and planted one last barbed comment. 'Really,
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young master, you had better take pains to see that your ~wife eats, or the gossip will go round that you are starving -]her to an early grave, in the hope of joining the circle of

suitors who pant after Ichindar's eldest daughter.'

Hokanu's eyebrows rose as though he had been swordpricked. 'Lady, is that a threat?'

 

Isashani smiled with poisonous sweetness. 'Depend on it.My late husband was fond of Mara, and I don't want hisshade out to haunt me. Also, my Hoppara would probablychallenge you to a duel of honor over the issue, were heto see your Lady so sad. After her heroics during the Nightof the Bloody Swords, he compares all the young womenhe meets to her.'

 

'Indeed.' Hokanu's voice turned serious. 'No man in theEmpire cares more for our Good Servant than I. And yourvisit has done more for her than you can possibly know.'

Lady Isashani's visit at least inspired Mara to resumenormal care for her appearance. She called upon the skillsof her maids, and if at first her improved complexion wassolely attributable to makeup, Hokanu was careful not tobadger her. If she still kept long hours over her reports, sheat least made an effort to eat more; and once she took upthe practice of meditating in a small boat upon the lake,her pallor disappeared soon after.

 

'It's very hard to worry with the water all around,peaceful under the sky,' she said, stepping ashore oneevening when the afterglow of sunset turned waveless andlandscape all to gold. Holding her in his embrace, Hokanuhated to disrupt the moment. But soon enough she wouldfind out, and unless he wished to provoke an explosion, hedared not hold back fresh news.

 

'Arakasi is back.'

 

'So soon?' Mara lifted her face, kissing her husband's lipswith the absentee air of one already preoccupied. 'He must
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have heard of the attempt on Lord Hoppara before I sentout my summons.'

 

The moment of warmth was cut short as the Ladyhastened to meet her Spy Master. Hokanu accompaniedher into the estate house, through hallways dimmed withevening shadows, and past the servants who dispersed tolight oil lamps. Faintly, from one of the courtyards, camethe echoes of Justin's happy shouts.

 

'What's got the little one all stirred up?' Mara asked.

Hokanu put his arm around her shoulder. 'A new game.Your Adviser for War laid a bet with the boy that he couldnot be ambushed unawares. Justin has taken to lurkingbehind the furniture, and the servants won't use the backhallways anymore, for fear of being set upon.'

'And Keyoke?' Mara turned the last corner and passedthe length of another corridor tiled in old, worn mosaic.'Has he been caught?'

 

Hokanu laughed. 'Several times. His hearing is not whatit once was, and his crutch makes him easy prey.'

Mara shook her head. 'Just so Justin doesn't terrorisehim. The old campaigner has received scars enough inAcoma service without getting battered in his twilightyears.' ~ j

 

But Keyoke, Hokanu knew, did not mind his bruises inthe least, for Justin held the affection of the grandson theold man had never had.

 

The couple reached the doorway to Mara's study. ThereHokanu lifted his arm and gave his wife a questioningglance. The servants had not reached this hallway yet, andthe lamps were still unlit. Mara's face was a pale oval inthe shadows, and her expression was unreadable. After amoment she said, 'Stay with me this time. Lady Isashani'snews has left me unsettled, and I would like your counsel.'

Hokanu heard the worry in her voice. He asked, 'ShouldI send for Saric and Incomo?'
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Mara "turned a shake of her head. 'No. They wouldnot condone what I plan, and I see no need to endure theircriticism.'

 

Suddenly cold, there in the warm darkness, with thecalls of the servants near to hand, and the smells of supperwafting from the kitchen, Hokanu reached out and tippedMara's chin up with one finger. 'Just what are you thinking,pretty Lady?' His tone was at odds with the apprehensionthat bound his breath.

 

Mara answered after a pause. 'I am thinking that theHamoi Tong has made trouble for far too long. I have losta son and an unborn child to it. I would not see LadyIsashani suffer the same loss, and I owe her late husband,Lord Chipino, at least that much.'

 

Hokanu released a sigh, distressed by the strain that camebetween them over the subject of children. 'It is not the tongbut the enemy who employs it that is to be feared.'

Mara gave back a fractional nod. 'I know. That is why Iam going to ask Arakasi to penetrate its headquarters andsteal its records. I will know its employer, and have his plotsout into the open.'

 

'His name is probably Anasati,' Hokanu said.

 

'One of his names.' Mare's tone was ominous. 'I wouldknow the others as well, that no more parents lose youngheirs to the cause of murderous politics. Come, let us goand charge Arakasi to undertake this difficult task.'

Hokanu could only nod as he escorted his wife into thehall leading to her study. He held respect close to awe forthe Spy Master, since watching him act on the night theyhad sought the antidote. Yet even for a man of his gifts ofguile and disguise, to infiltrate the Hamoi Tong was askingthe impossible. Hokanu had no argument for the notionthat his Lady was sending her Spy Master off to die at atime when she most needed his services.
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Arakasi departed his Lady's study preoccupied. Talk hadleft his voice hoarse. This night's report had been extensive,the end result of many months of labor in the field. The SpyMaster had pushed his agents hard, had exhorted them toseek out answers even in the face of the dangers posedby Jiro's First Adviser, Chumaka. Two men had forfeitedtheir cover to gain information, and had chosen suicide bythe blade rather than face inquisition and torture, and riskbetraying their mistress. And although they had winnowedout several traditionalist plots and shifts in old alliancesagainst the Emperor, they had come no nearer to settinga name to the employer who had sent the Hamoi Tongagainst Mara.

 

More disquieting news than the late failed attemptagainst Lord Hoppara was that several other attempts hadbeen foiled by Arakasi's agent in the Xacatecas household.Twice she had been 'clumsy' around the cooks, and spilleddishes of food she suspected had been poisoned.

That report had caused Mara to flinch openly. Her facehad paled, and then flushed with a depth of anger Arakasihad never seen. Her words still rang in his memory, edgedwith a grief that never left her since Ayaki's loss. 'Arakasi,'she had said, 'I ask that you find a way to steal the recordsof the Hamoi Tong. These attacks against us,and nowthe allies of our Emperor, must be brought to a stop. Ifmore than the Anasati are behind them, I would have youfind out.'

 

Arakasi had accepted the command, fist over heart in asoldier's salute. After months of attempts to penetrate theAnasati accounts, and three unsuccessful tries to place newagents on Jiro's estate, he regarded the order to go directly

after the tong almost as a relief. Arakasi had concededfrom frustration that Chumaka was by far the most cleveropponent he had ever faced. But even as brilliant a player ofpolitics as the Anasati First Adviser would not anticipate a
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move as foolhardy as attempting to challenge the assassins.And while Chumaka might not know Mara's Spy Masterby name, he was developing an understanding that let himanticipate Arakasi's methods. A dose of the unexpected,especially if no dear motives could be discerned, mightthrow Chumaka off balance for a while.

 

Quiet as shadow, and deep in his own thoughts, Arakasiturned, keeping to the dimmer passageways out of habit.This narrow hall crossed the oldest part of the estatehouse. The floors were built on two heights, legacy o fsome forgotten Lord who had believed he should alwaysstand above his servants. He, or perhaps one of hiswives, had also been a devotee of bric-a-brac. The wallsheld cavernous niches for statuary and artworks. Arakasipersonally thought the things a liability, since some werelarge enough to harbor an assassin, or a large child.

Consequently, he was not taken entirely off guard whenan earsplitting yell sounded at his back, and someone gavean athletic leap with intent to hammer him down frombehind.

 

He spun, light and fast, and found himself with anarmload of six-year-old, kicking and cross that his surpriseattack had been anticipated.

 

Mara's Spy Master blew a lock of reddish gold hair outof his lips and said equably, 'Do I look so much like Keyoketoday that you saw fit to test my reflexes?'

 

Young Justin giggled and squirmed, and managed to raisethe toy sword carved from wood and inlaid with lacquerdisks. 'Already killed Keyoke twice today,' he crowed.

Arakasi's brows rose. He shifted his grip, surprised atthe strength required to restrain the energetic little boy.Certainly he was his father's son, with his impertinent attitudeand legs as long as those of a corani, an antelope-likecreature renowned for its fierce speed. 'How many timesdid Keyoke kill you today, imp?'
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Justin looked sheepish. 'Four.' He added a rude phrasein the barbarian tongue, most likely overheard from asoldier in the barracks who had been close to Kevin onthe campaign in Dustari. Arakasi took mental note thatthe boy had ears as quick as his wits; the child was nottoo young to eavesdrop on his elders. 'I have the feelingit's after your bedtime,' the Spy Master accused. 'Do yournurses know you're awake?' And carefully he began to walkin the direction of the child's quarters.

 

Justin shook back a curly mop of hair. 'Nurses don'tknow where I am.' He smiled proudly, then looked dismayedas doubt crept in. 'You won't tell them? I'll getpunished for certain.'

 

A gleam lit Arakasi's dark eyes. 'There are terms,' hesaid in all seriousness. 'You will have to make a promisein exchange for my silence.'

 

Justin looked solemn. Then, as he had seen the soldiersdo at dice to seal a debt, he raised his closed fist and touchedthumb to forehead. 'I keep my word.'

 

Arakasi choked back a grin. 'Very well, honorable youngmaster. You will not make a sound when I slip you into yoursleeping quarters, and you will lie on your mat withoutmoving, with your eyes closed, until you wake up, and itis morning.'

 

Justin gave a howl of betrayal. So like his father, Arakasithought, as he lugged the protesting boy off to the nursery.Neither would Kevin accept protocols, or propriety. Hewas honest when it was a frank embarrassment, andlied whenever it suited him. He was anathema to anywell-run Tsurani household, but life had certainly beenless entertaining since his departure through the rift gate

back to Midkemia. Even Jican, who had been the butt ofmore than his share of Kevin's jokes, had been known toremark wistfully on his absence.

 

In true form, Justin ceased his outcry on the threshold of
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his own room. His tantrum was not worth continuing atthe risk of wrath from his nurses. He held to his warrior'sword as Arakasi slid him into his blankets; but he did notclose his eyes. Instead he glared in outraged indignationas Arakasi stood by, until at last he lost his battle withfatigue and slipped into the deep and healthy sleep of ayoung boy.

 

That he would have sneaked out of his chambers hadArakasi not stood by to enforce his warrior's given word,the Spy Master had no doubt. In many ways, the boy wasmore Midkemian in manner than Tsurani, a trait his motherand foster father encouraged.

 

Whether his un-Tsurani bent would prove an asset inadulthood, or whether it would leave the Acoma nameand natami vulnerable to Jiro and his allies, could not beforetold. Arakasi sighed as he slipped through the screenand made his way across moonlit gardens. Reaching thequarters he used on his rare stays at the estate, Arakasichanged out of his most recent disguise, that of an itinerant-peddler of cheap jewelry. He bathed in water gone tepid,unwilling to waste time to have servants make the tub hot,and thought as he sponged away road grime.

 

The only written records of contracts held by the Hamoi,or any other tong, would be in the possession of theObajan himself. Only one trusted successor, usually a son,would know where those scrolls were secreted, against thepossibility of the Obajan's accidental demise. For Arakasieven to locate the records would require him to comewithin touching distance of the leader of the Red FlowerBrotherhood, the most powerful tong in the Empire.

Arakasi rubbed dye from his hair, his vigorous scrubbingas much a release from frustration. To gain the heart of thetong would be far more difficult than his past forays intothe Imperial Palace.

 

Of the risks, Arakasi had said nothing. He had butto look at Mara's wan face to know that more worrieswould further delay her return to health. If she knew therisks behind the order she had just delivered, she wouldbe strained enough without anyone seeming to call hajudgment into question.

 

Arakasi settled back, unmindful that the last warmth hadfled from the water. He reflected on his encounter withJustin. Mara's worry would revolve around the well-beingof her surviving child, Arakasi knew. this shared duty wasto see that the boy survived to reach adulthood; thismoment, that meant finding means to bring down themost dangerously guarded man in the Empire: the Obajanof the Hamoi Tong.

 

That any sane man would have regarded the task as animpossibility bothered Arakasi not at all. What troubledhis devious mind was that for the first time in his long andvaried career he had no clue about where he should start.The location of the Brotherhood of Assassins' headquarterswas a closely held secret. The agents who took paymentfor commissions were not easy marks, as the apothecaryhe had once tortured in a back alley in Kentosani hadbeen. They would commit suicide - as they had, manytimes in history - before revealing the next in their chain

of contacts. They were as loyal to their own murderouscult as any of Arakasi's agents were to Mara.troubled,Arakasi slipped out of the tub and dried off. He dressedin a simple robe. For almost half the night, he rested ina near-meditative state, sifting his memory for facts andfaces that might lend him a starting connection.

A few hours before dawn, he stood up, did somestretching exercises, and gathered together those thingshe felt he would need. He exited the estate house withoutdrawing notice from the sentries. Hokanu had once jokedthat, one day, a warrior might accidently kill Mara's SpyMaster, should Arakasi continue to skulk about the estate at
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night. Arakasi had replied that a guard who slew him shouldbe promoted, as he would have rid Mara of an ineffectiveservant.

 

Dawn found Arakasi on the far side of the lake, walkingsteadily as he took his own counsel. Plans were formulated,reviewed, and discarded, but he felt no despair, only aquickening sense of challenge. By sundown, he was atthe river, melding with other travelers waiting for acommercial barge, another nameless passenger on his wayto the Holy City.
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Months passed.

 

The bloom at last returned to Mara's cheeks. Springcame, and the needra gave birth to their calves, andthe barbarian mares delivered seven healthy foals to addto the stables. With Lujan's permission, Hokanu hadappropriated two patrols of swordsmen and, into thesummer, proceeded to teach them to ride, and then todrill on horseback in formation.

 

The dust from such maneuvers overhung the fields in thedry heat, and the lakeshore in the late afternoons becameboisterous with the laughter and chaffing as off-dutycomrades watched the chosen few swim their barbarianbeasts, or sluice the sweat of a workout off glossy hides.More than riders and horses emerged wet, some days whenthe play got rough. From the terraced balcony that Tasaio ofthe Minwanabi had once used to oversee field tactics, Maraoften watched. She was attended by maids, and her youngson, and increasingly often by her husband, still wearinghis riding leathers, saber, and quirt.

 

One afternoon, as the sun sank low, as a scarred andgrizzled old veteran bent to kiss his chosen mare on themuzzle, Mara gave the first carefree smile she had shown inweeks. 'The men are certainly becoming used to the horses.Not a few of their sweethearts have been complaining thatthey spend more time in the stables than they do in theirrightful beds.'

 

Hokanu grinned and slipped his hand around her slendermiddle. 'Are you making such complaint, wife?'

Mara turned in his arms, and caught Justin staring
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with guilelessly wide blue eyes. The look reminded herpoignantly of his father, before he made a rude symbol withhis hands that he certainly had not learned from his nurses.'You're going to make a baby tonight,' he said, proud ofhis deduction, and not at all nonplussed when the nearestof his nurses gave his cheek an open-handed slap.

'Impertinent boy! How dare you speak to your motherso? And wherever you learned that finger sign, you'll be whippedif you try it again.' With a red-faced bow to:master and mistress, the maid hustled a protesting Justinoff to bed.

 

'But the sun's still up,' his voice pealed back in protest'How can I go to sleep when I can still see outside?' '.e

The pair disappeared around the stair that led down thehill, Justin'.' hair catching the lowering light like flame.

'By the gods, he's growing up,' Hokanu said fondly'We're going to have to find him an arms tutor soon:His ciphers and writing are plainly not enough to keep!him from spying on the servants.'

 

'He wasn't.' Mara's hands tightened around her husband's trim middle, appreciative of the muscles that hishours in the saddle kept firm. 'He sneaks out to th'barracks, or the slave quarters, every chance he getsAnd listens intently when the men boast of their feats.with ladies of the Reed Life or serving girls. He is hi'father's son when it comes to staring at the women, andsomething he said to my maid Kesha this morning madeher blush like a maiden which she's not.'

 

Her head tilted sideways, and she regarded her husbandthrough her lashes. 'He's a randy, rude little boy who h;better be married off young, lest he sow Acoma basterlike hwaet, and have half the fathers of girls in the Nationafter him with swords.'

 

Hokanu chuckled. 'Of all the problems you might hawith him, that one worries me least.'
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Mara's eyes widened. 'He's barely seven!'

 

'High time he had a little brother, then,' Hokanu said.'Another little demon to look after, to keep his mind offbigger trouble.'

 

'You're a randy, rude little boy,' Mara retaliated, and witha quick, breathless laugh slipped out of his arms. She racedoff down the hill with her robe half-undone in abandon.

Hokanu gathered himself in surprise and followed.Delight, more than exertion, caused his face to flush.His Lady had not been playful for entirely too long, sincethe poisoning. As he knew she desired, he ran easily, anddid not extend his long, athletic stride to overtake her untilshe had reached the glen by the lakeshore.

 

The summer was fully upon them. Though dry, thegrasses still retained a trace of green. The stinging insectsof the early season had dispersed, and the shrill of nightcallers had not yet died for the season. The air was syrupywarm. Hokanu caught his wife in a flying tackle, and bothof them tumbled to the earth, breathless, disheveled, andutterly departed from solemnity.

 

Mara said, 'My Lord and consort, we seem to have aproblem between us, that being a shortage of heirs.'

His fingers were already loosening the rest of the tieson her underrobe. 'Lujan's sentries patrol the lakeshoreafter dark.'

 

Her smile come back to him, a flash of white in the dusk.

'Then we have no time to lose, on several counts.'

'That,' Hokanu said gaily, 'is hardly a problem.' Afterthat, neither of them had the attention to spare for talk.

* * ~

 

The much-longed-for, and overly disputed, heir to theShinzawai must have been conceived on that night, eitherthere under the open sky, or later, amid scented cushions,after a late-night cup of sa wine shared in their privatechambers. Six weeks later, Mara was sure. She knew the
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signs, and though she woke feeling miserable, Hokanucould hear her singing in the mornings. His smile wasbittersweet. But what he knew, and she did not, was thatthis child to come would be her last, the miracle that wasall the healers of Hantukama's priesthood had been ableto bestow upon her.

 

Until he overheard a speculative argument between the kitchenscullions and the bastard child of one of the house"hold factors, it never occurred to him, that the babe, whenit came, might be female. He let the matter lie, and tookno notice of the bets that were being laid in the barracksover the forthcoming child's unknown sex.

 

That this, Mara's last child, who was to be heir to hi.family name and fortune, might not be a son quite simplydid not bear thinking about.

 

The pregnancy that had begun in such carefree abandondid not continue in the same vein - not since the poisoning,and not since the attempts on the lives of Acoma allies.Lujan tripled his patrols and personally inspected thecheckpoints in the passes. The prayer gate over the river)entrance to the lake was never without watchers in it'towers, and a company of warriors was always armedand at the ready. But autumn came, and the needra cowswere driven to market, and commerce went on withoutinterruption. Even the silk caravans suffered no raid, whichwas not usual, and did nothing to set anyone at ease. Jican.spent hours mumbling over armloads of tally slates. Noteven the surplus of hwaet profits seemed to please him. '

'Nature is often most bountiful before the severest dstorms,' he grumbled pessimistically when Mara complained that his restlessness was making her neck acheWeighed down by her swollen middle, she could ha~iwalk the floor with him, to follow his render It's too quiet by far,' said the little hadonra, droppi'-a
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like an arrow-shot bird to the cushions before the mistress'swriting desk. 'I don't like it, and I don't believe that Jiro issitting by innocently, up to his nose in old scrolls.'

In fact, Arakasi's agents had sent word. Jiro was notidle, but had been hiring engineers and joiners to buildstrange-looking machinery in what had been his father'smarshaling yard. That the equipment was intended forsiege and sapping was probable, and by dint of suggestivelyplaced gossip, old Frasai of the Tonmargu had beenconvinced by Lord Hoppara of the Xacatecas to spendimperial funds. Workers had been taken on to repair thecracks in the walls of Kentosani, and in the Emperor'sinner citadel, caused by the earthquake set loose by therenegade magician Milamber when he had wreaked havocat the Imperial Games years past.

 

As autumn dragged on, and the wet season threatened,Mara found herself as restless as her hadonra, and unableto do so much as pace. Her only respite came upon Justin'seighth birthday, when Hokanu presented him with his firstreal sword, not a mock weapon used by children. Hehad received the well-made small blade with solemnityand resisted the impulse to rush around swinging it ateverything in sight. If Keyoke had instructed'+him on theproper behavior, such- forbearance was lacking the nextmorning, when Justin charged with bared blade down thehillside to his lesson from his arms tutor.

 

Mara saw her son from the terrace, wishing she could gowatch Justin take his instruction. But her healers would notlet her stir from her cushions, and her husband, who usuallywas indulgent when she became stubborn, would not relent.The heir that she carried must not be risked. To ease herconfinement, anything she requested was sent for.

Gifts from other nobles arrived, as her time approached,some lavish, others minor tokens, the minimum traditiondemanded. An expensive but undeniably ugly vase was

288 Mistress of the Empire

 

Jiro's gift to the expectant Servant of the Empire. Amusedto sardonic humor, she ordered it given to her servants sothey might use it to carry out night soils from the house.

But her most welcome gifts of all were the rare booksdelivered in chests that smelled of mildew and dust. Isashanihad sent them, instead of the more usual lacquered boxesor exotic songbirds. Upon reading the inscription on thegift card, Mara had laughed. Beneath the makeup, and thefeminine airs, there was no limit to Isashani's shrewdness.It was her son, Hoppara, who sent a traditional if astonishinglyextravagant arrangement of sweet flowers. ::

 

Surrounded by painted vases, Mara breathed in theperfume of cut kekali blossoms and tried not to thinkof Kevin the barbarian, who had first taught her what itwas to be a woman in the dusk of a garden, years past. Afrown on her face that had nothing to do with the lighting,she studied a treatise on weapons and campaigns of war.Her frown deepened as she considered the likelihood thatJiro had also studied this very text. From there her thoughtswandered. Arakasi's messages arrived irregularly since shehad charged him with his mission to acquire the HamoiTong's records. She had not seen him in months, and missedhis quick wit and his unfailing appreciation of odd gossip.Closing the book, she tried to imagine his location. Perhapshe sat in some distant inn, disguised as a needra driver, or asailor. Or he might be lunching late with a merchant in somedistant city. She refused to consider that he could very wellbe dead.

 

Arakasi at that moment lay on his side amid a tangleof silk sheets, and ran light, expert fingers down thethigh of a nubile girl. That she was by binding contractanother man's property, and that he risked his very lifeto seduce her, was not at the forefront of his thoughts;He had come in through the window. The absent mastersbedchambers in the midafternoon were the last place any
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servant or guardsman bent on protecting the virtue of aslave concubine would expect to find her with a lover.

The girl was bored enough to be excited by the adventure,and young enough to believe herself immune to misfortune.Her latest master was old, and fat, and his prowess hadflagged with age. Arakasi posed a different sort of challenge.It was she who was jaded, having been trained for pleasureand bed sport since the age of six. Whether or not he couldsuccessfully excite her was the sum of the issue at hand.

For Mara's Spy Master, the stakes that he dallied to winwere a great deal higher.

 

In the half-light shed by closed screens, the air smelledheavy with incense and the girl's perfume. The sheets hadbeen treated with herbs that in some circles were consideredaphrodisiacs. Arakasi, who had read texts on medicine,knew the belief was a myth. The elderly master had wealthenough not to care if his money had been wasted. Themiasma of scents was powerfully cloying, causing Arakasito regret that the screens must stay closed. Almost, he wouldrather have endured the stinking loincloth and apron hehad bought from the dyers in Sulan-Qu, which he usedfor disguise when he did not want well-bred passersbyexamining his face too closely. The reek at least wouldhave kept him alert. As it was, he had to fight not to fallfatally asleep.

 

The girl shifted. Sheets slid away from her body witha hiss of silk on skin. She was magnificent, outlined inafternoon light, her hair in heavy honey-colored curls onthe pillows. Slant eyes the color of jade fixed on Arakasi.'I never said I had a sister.'

 

She referred to a comment some minutes old. TheSpy Master's fingers slipped past her hip, dipped down,and continued stroking. Her magnificent eyes droopedhalf closed, and her hands spasmed on the silk like a cat's

paws, kneading.
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The velvet-soft voice of Arakasi said, 'I know from themerchant who sold your contract.'

 

She stiffened under his couch, spoiling ten minutes of hiscareful ministrations. She had had men enough that she didnot care. 'That was not a prudent remark.'

 

Insult did not enter into the question; that she was intruth little better than a very expensive prostitute wasnot.the issue. Who had been the sister's buyer: that wasdangerous knowledge, and the dealer who had made thetransaction would hardly be so free, or so foolhardy, thathe would tell. Arakasi stroked aside honey-gold locks, andcradled the back of the girl's neck. 'I am not a prudent man,Kamlio.'

 

Her eyes widened and her lips shaped a wicked smile.'You are not.' Then her expression turned thoughtful. 'Youare a strange man.' Breathing deeply, she feigned a pout.'Sometimes I think you are a noble, playing the part of apoor merchant.' She fixed him with a steady gaze. 'Youreyes are older than your appearance.' When a lingeringmoment passed, and he gave no answer, she said, 'You arenot very forthcoming.' Then she licked her lips suggestively.'Neither are you amusing. So. Amuse me. I am someoneelse's toy. Why should I risk disgrace to become yours?'

As Arakasi drew breath to reply, Kamlio raised a fingerand stopped his lips. Her nails were dusted with gilt,costliest of cosmetics. 'Don't say you'll buy me my freedomfor love. That would be trite.'

 

Arakasi blessed the rosy flesh of her fingertips with a kiss.Then, very gently, he removed her hand, so he could speakHis expression was faintly offended. 'It would not be trite.It would be true.' Mara had set no limits on his expenses,ever, and for stakes so high as access to the tong's mostguarded chieftain, she would hardly stint his needs.

The girl in his arms went icy with distrust. To free he rfrom the seven-year contract signed and sold to her agedmaster would be worth the cost of a town house; but tobuy out her worth, and the expense of her training andupbringing, from the merchant of the pleasure house whohad invested in her - that would be as much as a smallestate. Her contracts would be sold, and sold again, untilshe was faded to the point where even her skills between thesheets would be spurned. 'You were never so rich.' Even hervoice was contemptuous. 'And if the master who employsyou is so wealthy, then I risk my very life to be speakingto you.'

 

Arakasi bent his head and kissed her neck. His hands didnot tighten against her tenseness; she could at any momentdraw away, a nuance she understood, and in appreciationof the subtlety, she kept still. Few men treated her as thoughshe had a will of her own, or feelings. This one was rare. Andhis hands were very schooled. She heard the note of sincerityin his voice as he added, 'But I work for no master.'

His tone conveyed the nuance. His mistress, then, wouldhave little use for an expensive courtesan. The offer offreedom might be genuine, if he had access to the money.

Arakasi's hands recovered lost ground, and Kamlioquivered. He was more than rare: he was gifted. She settleda little, her flank melting into the curve of his body.

As though the footsteps of servants did not come and goin the corridor, separated by only a screen, Arakasi's touchdrifted down the girl's golden flesh. She leaned into him.Pleasure came rarely enough to her, who was a thing boughtand sold to meet the needs of others. Discovery might earnher a beating; her partner would wind up dishonorably deadon a rope end. He was either exceptionally brave, or elsecareless unto insanity. Through skin that had been caressedand cajoled into unwonted sensitivity, the girl could feel the

unhurried beat of his heart.

 

'This mistress,' Kamlio murmured languidly. 'She meansso very much to you?'
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'Just at this moment I was not thinking of her,' Arakasisaid, but it was not his words that convinced as his lipsmet hers with a tenderness akin to worship. The kissblurred all doubts and soon after, all thoughts. The filteredsunlight through the windows blended with a red-goldenhaze behind her eyes, as passion was drawn out of her andsavored like fine wine.

 

At last, gasping and drenched with the fine sweat oflovemaking, Kamlio forgot herself and dung to the leanform of the man as she exploded into relief. She laughedand she wept, and somewhere between amazement andexhaustion, she whispered the location of the sister soldaway in far Ontoset.

 

Despite his mysterious background, it did not occurto Kamlio that her partner might be no more than aconsummate actor until she rolled over. The light touch thatcradled her body was no more than the fold of warm sheets.She flung back damp hair, her beautiful eyes narrowed andfurious to find the window opened, and himself gone, evento the clothes he had worn.

 

She opened her lips to call out, in a pique that would seehim caught and executed, never mind his clever hands andLying promises. But on the moment the air filled her lungs,the latch on the screen tripped up.

 

Arakasi must have heard the heavy tread of her elderlymaster, returned early from his meeting with his hadonra.Stoop-shouldered, palsied, grey-haired, he shuffled into herchamber. His milky eyes blinked at the twisted sheets, andhis dry, chill hands reached out and stroked her skin, heatedstill, and damp from a surfeit of passion.

 

'My dear, are you ill?' he said in his old man's voice.

'Bad dreams,' she said, sulky, but trained by instinct touse the mood to increase her allure. 'I dozed in the afternoonheat, and had nightmares, nothing more.' Grateful that herdeft, dark-haired lover had made clean his escape, Kamlio
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sighed and bent her skills upon her decrepit master, whowas harder, it sometimes seemed, to please than she was.

Outside the window, screened from sight by a veiling ofvines and unkempt akasi, Arakasi listened intently to thesounds that issued from the bedchamber. In relief, and anuncharacteristic anger, he silently donned his clothing. Hehad lied only once: never had he ceased thinking of hismistress. Over the years since he had sworn to Acomaservice, Mara had become the linchpin of his life.

But the girl, half spoiled, fully hardened to the resentmentof a whore brought up to the Reed Life, had touchedhim. His care for her had been real, and that by itself wasdisturbing. Arakasi shook off the memory of Kamlio'slong, fine hair and her jewel-clear eyes. He had work todo, before her freedom from usage could be arranged. Forthe information she had delivered in the naive belief thatshe had disclosed only a family secret was the possiblelocation of the harem of the Hamoi Tong's Obajan. Thetenuous link she had managed to retain with her sister, usedto exchange spurious and widely erratic communication,held far more peril than she knew.

 

It had taken months for Arakasi to trace a rumor thata girl of unusual beauty, a sister to another, had beenpurchased by a certain trader, one whom Arakasi hadsuspected as a Hamoi Tong agent. He was now dead, a

necessary by-product of Arakasi's identifying him, but hispurchase of so expensive a courtesan led Arakasi to the nearcertainty that she must belong to the Obajan, or one of hisclosest lieutenants.

 

And the fact she had been sent to Ontoset made peculiarsense; it was safer for the tong to have its seat so distant fromwhere it was contacted, a minor shrine outside the Temple ofTurakamu. Arakasi himself had many agents who suspectedhe was based in Jamar or Yankora, because that was whereall their messages originated.
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Arakasi had resisted the temptation to leave at once forOntoset and had spent valuable weeks in Kentosani seekingout the girl's sister.

 

The Spy Master had studied his prey for weeks beforemaking himself known to her. Turning away Kamlio's:questions with vague references he led her to believe himthe son of some powerful noble, fallen to low estate becauseof a romantic adventure.

 

As he repeatedly risked shameful death to see her, thenat last Kamlio had welcomed him to her bed.

 

Without her, Arakasi might have searched a lifetimeand never obtained a due to what he sought by Mara'scommand. As he sat, still as stone, awaiting the dusk andthe chance to steal away, he pondered how much he owedto a girl who had been raised up to be no more than a bedtoy. He knew he should leave this woman and never seeher again, but something in him had been touched. Nowhe confronted a new fear: that he might entreat Mara tointercede and buy the girl's contract, and that, once free,Kamlio might laugh at his genuine care for her.

For a man brought up by women of the Reed Life,understanding of her contempt came all too easily. Veiledby the bushes, suffering insect bites and muscle cramps fromhis pose of forced stillness, Arakasi sighed. He closed hiseyes, but could not escape the sounds of Kamlio's marathonefforts in the bedchamber to gratify the lechery of a man tooold to perform. Arakasi endured a wait that passed painfullyslowly. Once he was sure the old master was asleep, hesilently made his departure. But with him came vividmemories and the uncomfortable, unwanted awarenessthat he had come to care for Kamlio. His feelings forher were folly; any emotional ties to those not of theAcoma made him vulnerable. And he knew that if he wasvulnerable, so then was Lady Mara.

 

The messenger hesitated after he made his bow. Breathlessstill from his run through the hills bordering the estate, hemight have been taking an ordinary pause to recover hiswind; except that his hands were tense, and the eyes heraised to Hokanu were dark with pity.

 

The Shinzawai heir was not a man to shy from misfortune.Campaigns in the field had taught him that setbacksmust be faced at once, and overcome, lest enemies gainopening and triumph. 'The news is bad,' he said quickly.'Tell me.'

 

Still mute, and with a second bow made out of sympathy,the messenger drew a scroll out of a carry tube fashioned ofbone strips laced together with cord. The instant Hokanusaw the red dye that edged the parchment, he knew: theword was a death, and even as he accepted the documentand cracked the seal, he guessed the name inside would behis father's.

 

The timing could not be worse, he thought in thatstunned, disbelieving interval before grief struck his mindlike a fist. His father, gone. The man who had understoodhim as no other; who had adopted him when his bloodsire had been called into the Assembly of Magicians, andwho had raised him with all the love any son couldrequire.

 

There would be no more midnight talks over hwaet beer,or jokes about hangovers in the mornings. There would beno more scholarly arguments, or reprimands, or sharedelation over victories. The grandchild soon to be born toMara would never meet his grandfather.

 

Fighting sudden tears, Hokanu found himself mechanically dismissing the messenger. Jican appeared, as if spellcalled,and quietly dealt with the matter of refreshmentsand disposition of the bone token that couriers receivedin acknowledgment of completion of their missions. Thehadonra finished with necessities, and turned back to his
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mistress's husband, expectant. Hokanu had not moved,except to crush the red-bordered scroll between his fist.

'The news was bad,' Jican surmised in commiseration.

'My father,' Hokanu said tightly. 'He died in his sleep,in no pain, of natural causes.' He shut his eyes a moment,opened them, and added, 'Our enemies will be gloating,nonetheless.'

 

Jican fingered the tassels on his sash, diffident, careworn, iand silent. He had met Kamatsu of the Shinzawai; he knewthe Lord's hadonra well. The most enduring tribute he couldthink to mention was not the usual one, or the most elegant.He spoke anyway. 'He is a man who will be missed by his

servants, young master. He was well loved.' ;,

Hokanu raised eyes dark with hurt. 'My father was likethat.' He sighed. 'He abused no man and no beast. His heartwas great. Like Mara, he was able to see past tradition withfairness. Because of him, I am all that I am.'

Jican allowed the silence to stretch unbroken, whileoutside the window, the footsteps of a sentry passed by.Then he suggested, very gently, 'Mare is in the work shedwith the toy maker.'

 

The new-made Lord of Shinzawai nodded. He went toseek his wife with a weight on his elegant shoulders thatthe news he carried made fearful. More than ever, theheir his Lady carried was important. For while Hokanuhad cousins aplenty, and even a bastard nephew or three,;none of them had grown up schooled to his foster father's ~breadth of vision. Not a one of them had the perception iand the clarity of thought to fill the shoes of the man whohad been the Emperor Ichindar's right hand.

 

:,

 

The ambience of the work shed was an amalgam of dustywarmth shed into dimness by the sunlit tiles of the roof,<.and the aromatic scents of wood shavings, resins, and thepungency of needra glue. The corners were murky with
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shelves of scrap cloth, baskets of feathers, and an orderlyarrangement of woodworker's tools, among which was apriceless metal knife, imported from the barbarian world,and with which Mara had bought the undying admirationand services of Orcato, toy maker, genius, and dissembler,with a penchant for lewd jokes and drink. Mara overlookedhis coarseness, his tendency to forget her femininity andspeak with her as if she were an equal, and his stink, whichwas always of unwashed sweat and the tecca seeds withwhich he spiced his food. When Hokanu entered, Lady andartisan were engaged with bent heads over a waist-highcontraption of wood, around which were arrayed an armyof painted toy soldiers.

 

'There,' said Orcato in his tremulous old-man's voicethat also held childish enthusiasm. 'If you'd pull that stringand release that lever, there, mistress, we'll know if we'vewasted our time.'

 

His sarcasm was belied by the unholy gleam of joy in hiseyes; disheveled, hot, and heavily pregnant, Mara bent aface marred by a smear of dust across one cheek. She gavean unladylike whoop and yanked a tasseled cord.

The contrivance on the floor responded with a click, awhap, and a violent whipping of cord, timber and wicker.What Hokanu recognised as a replica of an engine designedto hurl rocks over the walls of a besieged city did notperform its intended office. Instead, its throwing arm spunin an arc, discharging its missiles amid the neat ranks of itsallies. Toy soldiers scattered and bounced through the dusty

air, and rocks cracked in rebound off the walls. Hokanuducked the ricochets and winced at the Lady's unfetteredyell of delight.

 

Orcato the toy maker cackled with pleasure and from apocket beneath his needra-hide apron produced a flask. 'Atoast to the Gods of Prank and Mischief ?' He offered theLady a swig, and froze, seeing Hokanu in the doorway.
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'We've done it, my Lord,' he announced, blithe as a boyin his excitement. 'Found a way to turn Jiro's penchantfor engines back upon his own troops.' He paused, drankdeeply, and cackled again, then offered his dripping flaskto the master.

 

It was Mara who noticed the stiffness of Hokanu's face.'What has happened?' she asked, her sudden concern asjarring as a shout. She maneuvered her swollen bellyaround the toy engine, stepping upon the scattered ranksof soldiers.

 

Stung on top of grief by the sudden draining of joy fromher face, Hokanu struggled for words.





 

'Dear gods,' Mara murmured, reaching him, and awkwardlyseeking his embrace. 'It's your father, isn't it?' Shetugged him to her, the unborn bulk of their child pressedbetween. He could feel her tremble and knew her sorrowwas real. Everywhere, his father had been loved. He heardhis voice recite woodenly, 'He died naturally. In no pain.In his bed.'

 

The toy maker handed over his flask. Hokanu accepted,and swallowed without much noticing what brew it contained.The sting of it freed his voice, and his thoughts begansluggishly to function. 'There will be a state funeral. I mustbe present.' Too much was he aware of his pregnant wife'svulnerability and the heir that now must not be risked. As hefelt her drawing breath, he shook his head and said quickly,'No. You will not go. I will not expose you or our unbornchild to our enemies.'

 

She moved, on the point of protest.

 

Hokanu shook her gently, uncaring that the noxiousspirits slopped from the flask with the gesture, stainingthe shoulder of her robe. 'No. Kamatsu would understand,my love. He would do as I must, and implore you to go andvisit your adoptive family, whom you have sorely neglectedof late. You will travel to Kentosani and pay your respects
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to your Emperor Ichindar. He has lost a staunch defenderin my father. It is seemly that you be there to temperhis grief.'

 

She relaxed against him; and he read in that her understanding,and her gratitude. She would not argue with him,although he knew by the way she hid her face in his sleevethat she wept for him, and for the fact that the ugliness ofpolitics must see her parted from his side in his hour ofbereavement.

 

'My Lady,' he said softly, and buried his own face inher hair.

 

Behind him, across a floor littered with the fallen effigiesof Jiro's army, the toy maker slipped soundlessly out.
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Warning

 

The crowd shouted.

 

Acoma soldiers escorting their mistress fought to keepeven ranks against the relentless press of bodies, all callingout in awe and appreciation of the Lady who was Servant ofthe Empire, and all straining with outstretched arms to gaineven a touch of the curtains that shrouded her litter. Legendheld that the touch of a Servant could bestow good fortune.Since the Lady herself was not within reach, her soldiers hadlearned that the commoners would settle for her clothing,or, barring that, for the curtains of her litter. After one timecaught off guard, when Mara had gone out with what hadseemed a suitable escort before the title had been bestowedby the Emperor, and arriving at an appointment across thecity with both her robes and her litter hangings in soileddisarray, her officers had learned better.

 

Now Mara did not venture forth in public with fewerthan an escort of fifty. Lujan decided in a sweat, even fiftywere barely sufficient. The folk loved their Good Servant tothe point where they would risk crushed toes, bruises, andeven a blow from a spear butt to get close to her. The worst,the most unnerving aspect of her popularity, was that themasses took no offense at the soldiers' roughness in holdingthem back. They shoved willingly into abuse that came nearto serious injury, cheering and crying Mara's name.

Muffled in a plain robe, and out of sight beyond heavycurtains that trapped the heat uncomfortably, Mara laywith closed eyes on her cushions, her hands cradledupon her swollen middle. She could barely smell thetemple incense that was particular to the Holy City, andcarried so many memories. The perfume of the floweringtrees reached her not at all, nor the musical calls of thevendors. She could only endure the jostle of the masses, andhear their deep-throated shouts. Wistfully she recalled thedays of her youth, when, as a novice of Lashima's temple,she had walked these very streets on bare feet. She triednot to think of another late time, when a tall, red-hairedbarbarian had strode by the side of her litter, filling her earswith impertinent comments, and her eyes with his smile.

In the suffocating darkness behind drapes dyed red indeference to the Death God and the passing of Hokanu'sfather, she pondered instead upon her husband, gone aloneto attend the state funeral, to face enemies and plotting, andto determine which of his father's friends would stand byhim, now that he assumed the mantle of House Shinzawai.Heirless, he would become scrutinised by the merchantswho sold courtesan contracts; he would be flirted with andflattered by unmarried younger daughters who sought toelevate their status by the chance to bear a powerful man'sbastard.

 

She wished, thinking of her husband, that their leavetakinghad not needed to be so hasty. But her birthing timewas very near, and with the passing of a Lord] so high inthe imperial power structure, more than House Shinzawaimust be secured through the change. The death of Kamatsuleft vacant a prominent post in the Emperor's council, andpolitical machinations would follow until that power hadbeen redistributed into other hands.

 

More than her personal safety required Mara to visitthe Emperor's family. And although the palace's ImperialWhites would guard her young son, Justin, with all ofthe vigilance they showed to the Light of Heaven's ownchildren, she worried.

 

For since the abolishment of the Warlord's office, withthe High Council Hall filled only with echoes of the past, the
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palace had become the center of all intrigues. Arakasi hadagents there; they would keep watch to scent out plots. Buther life would be more confined, more chained to ceremony,and bereft of the day-to-day challenges of commerce sheenjoyed while at home. Although Jican was more thantrustworthy to handle trade matters in her absence, thatfact did not console. Beneath lay the true apprehension:shedid not wish to lie in childbirth in a strange bed, inthe absence of Hokanu's loving protection. Were the childto come due before she could return home, her time inKentosani must of necessity be prolonged, until the younginfant was able to withstand the rigors of travel.

Mara's fingers tightened over her damp robes, as if t ostifle the unborn child's healthy kicks. She was visited byan indefinable dread of the forces at work against them all,Acoma, Shinzawai, and the Emperor, that would neitherwait nor rest while the babes who were in line to inheritspent the necessary years growing up.

 

The litter swooped down, and came to rest with barely ajet Mara pushed herself upright as the curtains were parted,Letting in a dazzle of light off sun-washed marble. She hadreached the palace, and so deep was her preoccupationthat only now did she notice that the din of the crowshad become distanced; the commoners shouted and calledstill, but from outside the wood and gilt gateway that ledinto the Imperial Quarter of the City.

 

'My Lady?' questioned Saric. The Acoma First Adviseroffered his hand to raise her. Incomo was not along onthis trip, but had accompanied Hokanu to help assess themachinations of the guests that would descend upon theShinzawai estates for the funeral. Though still in his thirties,Saric had learned much since he had left soldiers' ranks totake office with the Acoma. Mara had hesitated longbefore formally bestowing the office, and for a while hadconsidered Incomo for the position, as he had served in thatrole with the Minwanabi. But in the end she had trusted hispredecessor's first judgment: despite her constant scoldingof him, Nacoya, Mara's previous First Adviser, thoughthighly of his nimble wit and quick apprehension. Saricwas proving a good choice. Mara looked up, measuringthe hazel eyes of the man, who looked steadily back, asmile very like his cousin Lujan's upon his lips.

'What are you thinking, my Lady?' he asked as he raisedher from her litter. A gleam in his eyes belied the innocenceof the question, and seeing that his mistress observed asmuch, he chuckled under his breath. Like Lujan, he oftendared informality close to insolence.

 

Drily, inspecting his well-made but otherwise plaintraveling robe, she said, 'I'm thinking we need to workupon your perceptions of formal garb.'

 

'I have been too busy since gaining my office to find timefor tailors, my Lady. I'll see to formal garb at once.' Then hegrinned, 'I doubt the old grandmother's ceremonial regaliawould fit me yet.'

 

Meaning he had not an aged stoop to his shoulders, nornearly enough grey hair. Touched by a pang for old Nacoyathat held more of memory than grief, Mara said, 'You have afree, loose tongue to speak of your responsibilities, when asfar as I can see, you have already lost charge of my heir.'

'Justin?' With a startled raise of eyebrows, Saric halfturned. The boy was indeed gone from his side, whenhe had been there just a half-instant sooner. Saric hid animpulse to swear behind a stony expression. He ought to

have anticipated the boy's restlessness, after the tantrumthat had erupted earlier, when Justin had been forced toride in a litter, rather than his preferred seat of conveyance:perched upon Lujan's broad shoulders at the head ofthe procession. That in the open streets, jammed withhordes of people out to admire the Good Servant, aboy left exposed offered a tempting target for enemy
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assassins did not signify to his childish penchant foradventure.

 

A fast glance around the marble courtyard, with itsbeautiful trees festooned with flowering vines, showedseveral archways the boy might have dashed throughto hide.

 

'Well,' said Mara regretfully, 'he's unlikely to get himselfkilled in the palace, surrounded by two thousand ImperialWhites.' She did not need to add that he was sure toget himself neck-deep into other mischief. And with theEmperor himself come out to greet her, to order soldiers outsearching before completing the proper formalities o!

welcome would be an insult.

 

She straightened her sash, raised her chin, and stepped:forward, prepared to make her bow before the Light ofHeaven.

 

Ichindar himself offered his hand to help her back toher feet before her gravid form caused her awkwardness.His touch was warm, as if every bone in his hand couldbe felt. Mara smiled, and gazed into his face, which wasLined early by care. Although still in his prime, Ichindar borethe weight of his mantle and the mark of his responsibility.He had grown stooped since she had seen him last, anthis eyes seemed larger, for his face had thinned. Never awarrior, he relied on the cut and richness of his robes tolend his figure the necessary majesty of his office. Today heseemed drowned in a diamond sparkle of cloth interwoven withpriceless silver threadwork. His hair lay limp undera massive, golden-plumed headdress, and at throat, west,and waist he wore shining gold. His eyes were warm andbright as he studied her in turn, and gave her the imperial

greeting.

 

Then, formalities dispensed with, he freed her wrists and)removed his massive headdress. A servant ran forwardbowed to earth, and accepted its weight in silence. Ichindar
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ninety-one times Emperor of Tsuranuanni, raked hands thatsparkled with rings through honey-brown hair and grinned.'I've missed you, Lady. It has been long since you havebrought us your company.' His tone rang genuine, althoughit was no secret that he preferred male company. Driven bythe need for an heir, he shared his nights with an endlesssuccession of wives and consorts, all chosen for beauty andtheir prospects of bearing children rather than for wit.

But Mara he had named Servant of the Empire for herservice in securing his power upon the golden throne. Shehad brought stability to the Empire at large through herhelp in abolishment of the Warlord's office, contention forwhich had dragged the Nations to the brink of civil warfar too many times.

 

Although the course charted since was still unsteady,and although the traditionalist faction won itself moresupporters daily, Ichindar counted Lady Mara a powerfulally and, more, a friend; her coming brought him rarejoy. He studied her closely, saw her surreptitious glancestoward the archways, and laughed. 'Your son ran off justa moment ago with my eldest daughter, Jehilia. He's in thefruit gardens with her, probably in a tree picking greenjomach. Shall we go there and slap sticky hands beforeboth of them give themselves bellyaches?' ~

 

Mara's face softened. 'Bellyaches would be the least ofit,' she confessed. 'If I know my boy, there are probablysentries under dishonorable bombardment.'

 

But by the time Mara had extricated herself from hertrain of servants and baggage, and the Emperor's personalstaff had rearranged themselves around her presence, ahigh boyish shout of rage echoed over the sunlit serenityof the courtyard. As one, Mara and Ichindar hurried theirsteps, outdistancing their escort through the leftward arch.

They rushed down a path lined with bushes and beds ofrare flowers, and reached the garden courtyard in time to
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hear a splash. The boy, Justin, stood on the marble rim of afish pool, his hands on his hips, and his chest puffed out likea jigabird cock's. At his feet, dragged back by a sodden messof white-and-gold robes, the girl see in the water, her blondhair plastered to her head, and expensive makeup dribbledin smears down her furious face.

 

Mara's face assumed its sternest maternal expression,while the Emperor choked back laughter. But beforeeither could intervene in what was about to developinto a wrestling match, a third figure raced into thefray, trailing robes as expensive as the girl's, but redolentwith exotic perfumes. She also was blond, and radiantlybeautiful, despite her hand-wringing protestations and anevident uncertainty about the more forceful aspects ofparenthood.~

 

'Oh!' she cried. 'Oh! Miserable boy, what have you doneto my jewel?'

 

Justin turned red-faced upon her, and said glibly andclearly over Jehilia's shouting, 'She slugged me in the face,did your jewel.'

 

'Oh!' cried the woman. 'She would not have! Myjewel!'

 

At this point, Mara strode forward, grabbed Justin bythe arm, and hauled him off his perch on the pool rim. 'Soyou tripped her, is that it?'

 

She received for her answer an insolent grin, and a flashof blue eyes amid a sun-freckled face. Her open-handed slapacross the boy's cheeks ended the smile, and although hiseye showed the beginnings of a purple bruise, Mara gavehim no quarter. 'You will give the Princess your hand, helpher out of the fish pool, and apologise.'

 

As the boy opened his mouth for protest, she shook himbriskly. 'Do this now,Justin. You have sullied Acoma honorand must make amends.'

 

The offended Jehilia dragged herself to her feet. Fishdarted in agitated swirls around her ankles as, gloweringwith temper, she prepared to be indulged.

 

'Oh, my precious, get out of that water,' wailed thewoman, whose resemblance identified her as Lady Tamara,Ichindar's First Wife, and mother to the girl. 'You couldtake ill, standing about soaking wet!'

 

Jehilia scowled, her rose-and-gilt complexion flushedcrimson. She stared at Justin's extended hand as though itwere a viper, while her father - Emperor of all Tsuranuanniand Light of Heaven - looked on in helpless amusement.He was better at ruling between warring Lords than atmanaging disputes between his offspring and those of hisadopted family.

 

Mara assessed the impasse, and crisply admonished thegirl. 'Take Justin's hand, Princess. It is the only right thingto do, since you shamed his pride by striking him. It iscowardly to strike a man, since he will not hit a femalein return. If Justin tripped you, you earned your duckingfirst, and I'd say you must both learn manners from themisfortune. Act like a grown lady, or else I'll see your nursesthrash you both like the children you most certainly are.'

'Oh! My darling should never be thrashed!' cried themother of the Emperor's eldest. 'Were anyone to try, Ishould faint.' ~

 

At this, Ichindar turned hazel eyes bright with irony upon

the Lady of the Acoma. 'My life is made miserable by asurfeit of frail women. The children cannot be thrashed,or they will faint.'

 

Mara laughed. 'Thrash the children as they deserve,and let the ladies swoon all they wish. It might serve toharden them.'

 

'Oh!' The Lady paled. As angry now as her daughter,she retorted, 'Our Light of Heaven would not dare! He isa gentle man, and his wives all adore him.'

 

Ichindar's mouth curved with distaste. Plainly, he would
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withdraw rather than endure further disharmony. Womenconfounded him, Mara knew. Saddened that he seemed sobrowbeaten, and also given insight into how it must feelto have been forced into matrimonial duty at the age oftwelve, with a different wife or concubine sent to share theimperial bed each and every month thereafter, she againintervened.

 

Justin completed his apology to Jehilia. He spoke hiswords without sullenness or rancor, as quick to forgive ashis barbarian father. When he completed his bow, Maracaught the girl's icy fingers and bundled her firmly towardher distraught and angry mother. 'Jehilia,' said the Lady ofthe Acoma, 'take Lady Tamara inside and see her in care ofa good maid. Then change your clothes, and come visit mein my garden court. I will show you, as my brother showedme, what to do when importunate boys try to trip you.' ;

Jehilia's fury dissolved into delighted surprise. 'You knowhow to wrestle, Good Servant?'

 

Mara laughed. 'I'll teach you, and if Justin agrees to keepyou clear of fish pools, he will help.'

 

At her side, the heir to the Acoma mantle gave a whoopof contentment, and Jehilia, no less restrained, shouted likea warrior. Then she spun in a whirl of wet hair and chivviedher distraught and protesting mother from the garden, whileIchindar stared after in astonishment.

 

He turned toward Mara with a look of mystified respect.'I should command your presence more often, to marshalthe conduct of my harem.'

 

Mara's smile died. 'Great gods, no. Do you know nothingof women? The best way to foment dissension among them :-~is to give them into the power of another female. I'd findmyself marshal of a nasty, robe-tearing rebellion, my Lord Emperor.And the only problem I can see between your

august self and your harem is that they outnumber you,;five hundred and thirty-seven to one.' ~

 

~_
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The Emperor of all Tsuranuanni laughed. 'True enough.I am the most jigahen-pecked husband in all of the Nations.If the ladies were not all so beautiful, I might find it easierto chastise them.'

 

Mara made a sound through her nose. 'According to myForce Commander, who cuts a swathe through the maidensin his leave time, the prettier the face, the greater the needfor chastisement.'

 

'Perhaps,' Ichindar allowed, a trace of wistfulness in hisvoice. 'If I knew them better, I might be more inclined. Onlythose who bear me a child remain, you must remember. Ofthose five hundred . . . however many wives and consorts,I've spoken to only seven on more than a handful ofoccasioned His troubled tone was not lost on Mara. Palacewalls were no protection from the gossip of the streets: eventhe Light of Heaven had heard the whispers of his lack ofmanly power in fathering a son. Though almost twentyyears a husband, he had but seven children, all girls, theeldest only two years older than Justin. Ichindar gesturedtoward the coolness of the foyer. 'Refreshments await, myLady Mara. In your condition, it would be insult to keepyou on your feet in the sun for an instant longer.'

,~

 

A haze of smoke from the funeral rites hung heavy uponthe air. The acrid scent of ash stung Hokanu's nostrilswhere he stood, elbow braced on the rail of a gallery thatoverlooked a courtyard filled with guests. After the opulentgardens of the Acoma estate and the imperial residence,

the Shinzawai garden looked tiny. Guests moved along thecrowded narrow paths, speaking in low voices, partakingof light refreshments provided by servants at every turn.With Kamatsu's rank and honor, many had come who hadno clan or family ties with him, straining the hospitality ofthe house.

 

The ceremony to honor the Shinzawai departed had beenrushed, owing to the heat; the body of the patriarch hadbeen kept waiting only until the arrival of the heir. Manyof the guests had reached the estates ahead of him; thosemore polite or less brazenly curious had waited to comeuntil after Hokanu was in residence.

 

Late afternoon sunlight slanted through the smoke thatcoiled still from the fire. The recitation of Kamatsu'shonors had been long, lasting well past noon. Now theashes were yet too hot to scrape into the ceremonial urnHokanu would carry to the sacred contemplation grovethat sheltered the family natami. The air smelled of citrusand cloves and almonds, to sweeten the stench of deathand of other, rarer scents, of the ladies' perfumes andthe sweet oils used to sleek the hair of the dandies. Nowand again the" breeze would part the smoke, and the scentsof the flowers bundled in the crockery pots throughout thedooryard won out. Fainter was the ink-like pungence of thedyes in the crimson death hangings. Sometimes there camethe redolence of cooked meats, new bread, and cakes. Thekitchen staff were busy.

 

Hokanu lounged in his red robes, his eyes half closed;he could have been a man lost in daydreams, except forthe fist clenched white against the balustrade. Below him,conversations centered on political topics. Two subjectspredominated: the eligibility of the bachelors who vied forthe ten-year-old Princess Jehilia's hand; and which Lordwas most likely to be appointed by the Light of Heaven totake up the staff of office left vacant by Kamatsu's death.

The avaricious carrion eaters might have waited untilthe old man's ashes were cold, Hokanu thought withresentment.

 

A step sounded upon the worn plank floor behind him.His back tautened in expectation of another servant whowould address him as 'my Lord'; but the title was notforthcoming. Touched by vague dread, Hokanu half turned,his hand closed in reflex over the heirloom metal sword hewore to honor the day, and with which he had cut the redcords around his father's wrists, in the ceremony to freethe spirit into the halls of Turakamu.

 

But he faced no assassin. A man of medium statureawaited him, robed anonymously in dark fabric.

Hokanu released the silk-wrapped hilt of the weaponwith guilty speed. 'I'm sorry. Great One, I heard no chimeto warn of your presence.'

 

'I did not come by arcane means,' said the magician inhis deep, familiar voice. He pushed back his hood, andsunlight flooded over features that were lined and, today,looked almost bitter. The line of his cheek and brow bore amarked resemblance to Hokanu; and if the mystery in themhad been less, the eyes would have been almost identical.The Great One, whose name was Fumita, crossed the spaceto. the gallery rail and gave Hokanu a formal embrace.

By blood, the two were father and son; but accordingto the strictures of the Assembly, ties of blood could notmatter.

 

Cautious of the weariness in the older man's face,Hokanu whispered, 'You should not be here.' Conflictingemotions, barely contained, raged within.he warrior.His father had come late to his powers, a rare but notunheard-of event. As a man in his prime, he had left hiswife and young son to don the black robe. Hokanu's earlymemories of Fumita were few but vivid: the roughness ofhis cheek in the evening as a young boy threw his armsaround his father's neck, the smell of sweat as he removedthe armor worn in the soldier's yard. The younger brotherof the Lord of the Shinzawai, Fumita had been marked as

the future Shinzawai Force Commander until the day whenthe magicians had taken him away. Hokanu rememberedwith pain how his mother had never laughed again.

Fumita's peaked brows twitched, a frown suppressed.'A Great One may go anywhere, at any time.' And thedead man was his brother; power had separated them, andmystery had kept them apart. Of the wife who had given upname and rank to enter a convent, the magician never spoke.He looked into the features of the son he could no longeracknowledge, and his silken robe that the breezes flutteredwithout effort seemed to drag at his stiffened shoulders.

He did not speak.

 

Hokanu, whose gifts of perception at times skirted theedge of arcane talent, spoke for him. 'If I intend to endorsemy father's policies, and stand at the hand of the Emperor,I must announce my intentions plainly, and soon. Thenthe enemies who might otherwise ally against the Lightof Heaven must show themselves to me, as his shield.' Hegave a short, humorless laugh. 'As if it matters. If I standdown, and let the honor of the Imperial Chancellorship beawarded to a rival house, the enemies will strike next atmy wife, who carries the heir to our name.'

 

Coarse laughter lifted over the buzz of general conversation.A servant passed the screen that led to the gallery; hesaw the young Lord in conference there with a magician,bowed, and silently left. Preternaturally sensitive to thescents, his surroundings, and the grief for his adoptive fatherthat left every nerve end raw, Hokanu heard a cousin callout loudly in argument. By the slurred consonants, Devacaihad wasted no time in sampling the wines. Small need tospeculate what would happen to Shinzawai honor andfortunes were that distant branch of the family to inherit.

Somewhere deep in the estate house, a maid giggled, andan infant cried. Life went on. And by the intentness ofFumita's gaze, he had not come just to honor the funeralpyre of a departed brother.

 

'It isn't pleasant, I see, but you have something to tell?'Hokanu said, his throat made tight with the effort it tookto find the courage to broach the subject first.Fumita looked troubled, a dire sign. Even before hisdonning the black robe, he was normally master of hiseXpression' which had made him a wicked opponent atcards. He twisted his thumbs in his cord belt, and sat,perched awkwardly on a flower urn. Blossoms crushedbeneath his weight, lending the thick scent of greens tothe sultry, smoke-tinged air. 'I bring you warning, consortof the Good Servant.'

 

The choice of title told much. Hokanu longed to sit also,but sap stains on his mourning robes might be interpretedas a sign of weakness, as if he had forgotten himself, orbeen overcome with prostration. He stood, his feet hurtingwith the strain. 'The Assembly is troubled over my wife?'he prompted.

 

The silence stretched out, broken by the voices of theguests, raised now, as the wine heated their conversations.At length, not looking at Hokanu, but at the

boards, as if they might harbor unseen flaws, Fumitaspoke carefully. 'Heed these things. First, the Assemblyis as any other body of men when trying to forgean agreement. They argue, they deliberate, they splinterinto factions. No one wishes to be first to suggest theill luck of compromising the life of a Servant of theEmpire.' ~

 

Hokanu sucked a fast breath. 'They know about Mara'stoy maker.'

 

'And Jiro's ventures in experimental engineering.' Fumitalooked up, piercingly. 'There is little in the Nations my kinddo not know. If they equivocate, it is because they cannot

agree upon any one course of action. But provocation ofany sort will unite them. Fear that.'

 

The smokes and the scents seemed cloying enough todrown in. Hokanu held the Great One's gaze, and behindstiff features read anguish. 'I hear. What else?'

Fumita blinked. 'You will recall that a former memberof the Assembly, the barbarian Great One Milamber, oncevisited great destruction upon the Imperial Games.'

Hokanu nodded. He had not been present, but Marahad, and Lujan. Their descriptions of the event were thestuff of nightmares, and nobody who had seen the tumbJstone, the scorched timbers where fires had fallen from thesky, and the riven buildings from the inner precinct to thedockside quarter where earthquakes had shaken the holyCity had forgotten.

 

'No Great One has the powers of Milamber. Most havefar less. Some are more scholars than spell crafters.'Fumitafell silent, his eyes expectant.

 

Hokanu caught the cue, and added the telling surmise'Some are argumentative, petty, and perhaps too embroiled

in self-importance to act decisively?' .

 

'If it comes to trouble,' Fumita said slowly, 'you werethe one who said this. Never I.' Very softly, he added, 'thebest you can hope for is a delay of the felling blowThewho wish an end to these changes in tradition are growsstronger. Forcing debate will buy time, but none of us w3would aid you may stay the hand of another.' He fixed hisformer son with a gaze that held unvoiced feelings. 'nomatter what, I cannot protect you.'

 

Hokanu nodded.

 

'Say farewell to my brother Kamatsu in my stead,' themagician finished. 'He was joy and strength and wisdom .and his memory remains my inspiration. Rule-wisely andwell. He often told me he was proud of you.' He withdrewa small metal object from his robe and thumbed a switch

A low-pitched, unnatural buzz sawed across the murmurof conversation, and Hokanu was left alone on the galleabove a courtyard that seethed with relations and guests;among them were enemies, seeking weakness to exploit, ~strengths, for the means to undermine. Such was the w;of the Game of the Council. Only the newest Lord of theShinzawai thought, as he gazed through the haze at theirfinery, that never before had the stakes been so high. Thistime the prize, the bone of contention, was the Empire ofTsuranuanni itself.

 

The last, most private rite for the departed ShinzawaiPatriarch was completed at dusk as a low ground mistsettled over the contemplation glade. The new RulingLord lingered in the sanctity of his family's sacred grove,soothed by the deepening shadows, and by the chance tobe alone.

 

The shadows spilled long and purple between the fruitladentrees of autumn. Hokanu chose a stone bench andsat down, but the heat still oppressed. No breeze came tocool him, and ash from the burning drifted still in the air,describing shafts through the foliage where the sun struckthrough. Hokanu fingered the raveled edges of the garmenthe had rent for Kamatsu's ceremonial farewell. His handsclosed, hard, bunching the fabric. He had an estate filledwith guests that he should be thinking of; it felt selfish tosteal a moment of peace for himself.

 

But the stillness of the contemplation glade, and the lazydrone of the insects that fed upon windfall fruit, allowedhim space to think. Fumita's warning had not been onlyfor Mara, her consort perceived. Hokanu's brows drewtogether. The magician's spare words had been for theShinzawai, and the son who now wore the Lord's mantle.When he had said, 'I cannot protect you,' the 'you' wasnot plural but singular.

 

For if, as Lord of the Shinzawai, Hokanu chose aggressionagainst the Anasati on Mara's behalf, the Assembly ofMagicians would have no choice but to act- because hewas Mara's consort; not her Ruling Lord, but half Acomain heart, if not in name. He was not Servant of the Empire.He did not have Mara's rank and honors as his shield.No, the core of Fumita's warning had not been for hisLady. It had been for himself, a caution against trying thepatience of an assembly divided in opinion over issues thathad no precedents.

 

Hokanu understood with a flash of cold sweat that hemust at all costs keep the Shinzawai dear of the feud withLord Jiro. He saw, with the family's talent for perception,just what Fumita had left unsaid. That he was now Lord o fone of the most powerful houses in the Empire and, whilenot officially Clan Warchief, would inherit the leadershipof Clan Kanazawai at the next Council. If, through tiesof marriage, Shinzawai and Acoma forces were seen tounite in common cause, leading Clan Kanazawai and ClanHadama, no counterforce in the Nations could stop them.The fragmented Assembly would end their contention,forced by most desperate circumstances to act.

That reason must never be given, or Acoma and Shinzawaiwould both be ground down into the dust, never to rise,never to recover. Hokanu had seen the death of two hundredwarriors, followed by the annihilation of an honored house,all at the hands of one magician. Hundreds of them, united,no army in the Empire could oppose.

 

Hokanu arose to leave. The sacred grove of Shinzawai nolonger seemed a haven of peace, and the sweat on his skingave him chills. The place at his side where Mara mighthave stood felt colder and emptier still.
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Arakasi waited.

 

Below him, the sentry moved silently, upon feet cladin padded stockings designed for stealth. He wore thetraditional short black robe and trousers of the HamoiTong assassins, and his head covering masked all but hiseyes. Across his back a short bow was slung, and at his belta hip quiver of arrows and a variety of hand weapons werehooked within easy reach. He moved beneath the tree wherethe Spy Master perched, barely breathing, and vanished intothe dusk like a shade of the dead. Arakasi counted in hismind, his numbers a complex formula he had devised overyears, that fixed an exact passage of time, independent ofbreathing, heart rate, or any other condition that mightinfluence the count. Practice with sand-filled hourglasseshad perfected his system to a fine point. When he reachedthe number that signified ten seconds, his searching eyescaught a movement at the far end of the trail. He knewsatisfaction heady as triumph. The second sentry hadarrived exactly as anticipated.

 

The most perilous task he had ever undertaken was offto an auspicious start. Arakasi held no illusions that suchluck would long continue; he was one man alone, andin a position where even the favor of heaven could notsafeguard a man's life. Arakasi lay motionless on a treebranch in the garden of the Hamoi Tong's Obajan. Belowhim paced a guard who would kill him without hesitation.Like his predecessor, this new sentry scouted grass, paths,and bushes for the telltale signs of an intruder. The SpyMaster had left no tracks; yet he sweated. The guards wereuncannily thorough. The second assassin moved along his 9beat. Counting for a specific interval, Arakasi judged his 4moment, then noiselessly lowered himself from tree to ground.Taking care to step only on the flat, ornamentalstones between flower beds, he scurried off to a smalldepression within a drainage ditch where he had secretedhis few belongings. There, behind a masking of khadi brush,just beyond the limit of the Hamoi Tong sentries' line ofpatrol, he breathed deeply and settled taut nerves.

At the edge of the woods a hundred paces west, hisown backup man waited, knife already in hand to answerunwelcome discovery. Arakasi lifted a stripped branchand used gestures to indicate that the patrol was movingaccording to schedule. The garden he sought to infiltratewas protected by eighteen assassins, all alert, cautioussentries, but human enough to be fallible. The guardpattern they followed was complex and at first appearanceseemingly random. But few observers had Arakasi's iqpatience, or his keen fascination with mathematics. He hadthought nothing of the days spent crouched in dirt, bitten byinsects, and lashed by sun and rain. What mattered was thathe had unraveled their measure, and worked up formulasto predict their routes.

 

His backup man wore the garb of a Lashiki bowman-amercenary guard from the northern province. As withArakasi, his outer trappings came no closer to his trueidentity than any of a dozen guises he had worn and thenshed over the years. Nor was his real name Sabota. Arakasinever pressed him on this foible; his true origin was his ownaffair, for he had proven himself a reliable courier countlesstimes over. Of all the agents near Ontoset the Acoma SpyMaster could call upon, Sabota was the most trustworthy.And Arakasi had to give this man a mission as critical tothe Lady's survival as his own.

 

A month's beard masked the Spy Master's face. Heappeared more like a beggar than anything else, fromthe weeks spent in the countryside. Yet had there been awatcher close enough to see his eyes as he began a second,more complex signal with the stick, he could never havebeen mistaken for other than what he was: a supremelydangerous man about to embark upon a mission he didnot expect to survive.

 

At the treeline, the man called Sabota studied the SpyMaster's message. His memory was impeccable. He noddedonce and left without a glance backward.

 

Crouched behind a thin screen of thorn, Arakasi closedhis eyes. He did not pray. He substituted hope. For Sabotatook with him instructions to the second-in-command ofthe Acoma spy network, a man Mara had never met whomArakasi had designated his replacement should he fail toreturn from this endeavor.

 

The stakes were now set. If a countermessage was not sentwithin a specified number of days, a new Spy Master wouldpresent himself to Lady Mara. Every detail on the tong thatArakasi had managed to uncover would be passed along,and plans would begin afresh to seek the destruction of theHamoi Obajan and counter the infiltrations attempted byChumaka of the Anasati.

 

Arakasi closed his eyes. His head ached from tension,which was not normal. Life to him had always been abloodless, calculated dance, with danger his dispassionatepartner. It bothered him to think he might have held Sabotawith him longer than necessary: he had discerned the keyto the patrols two days ago. The waiting he had done sincehad not been for precaution; in fact, it had only increasedthe risk that the tong might alter its habits to foil just thesort of study he had finished. Arakasi rubbed his temples.Unused to self-conflict, he drew a series of breaths to calmhimself.

 

Arakasi had been driven by an abiding loyalty to Mara
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since his long-sought vengeance against the Minwanabi had:been completed by the Acoma. Concerns for his Lady'.safety haunted him now, for if he died in this insane task, aman of even lesser gifts would be left to undertake his post.After the attempt to infiltrate the City of the Magicians hadbeen abandoned, signs of tampering had surfaced since theagents in Jamar had returned to active status. This couldonly be the work of Chumaka of the Anasati. Throughsleepless nights watching the tong's patrols, Arakasi hadworried on the timing. With the net compromised, whoknew how deeply, this was a frightening moment tocontemplate handing over the reins. Arakasi gave himselfa mental jab of reproach. Were he to die, what did his lifematter? Never before had he wasted himself with worriesthat had no bearing on circumstances outside his control.

It was past time to be moving. Pushing aside anothermaddening incongruity, a memory of his hands sliding]through the honey-gold hair of a courtesan he should haveforgotten, he forced his thoughts to track the immediate.The next lull in the patrols was upon him. If he was to acttonight, he must not tarry, for by every indication gleanedthrough weeks of observation, the high, painted litter thathad arrived at the estate house that afternoon had carriedthe long-absent master.

 

The Obajan of the Hamoi Tong was once again inresidence at his pleasure retreat.

 

Arakasi wormed out of the ditch, pressed through thelow bushes, and raced, bent over, down a garden path. Hethrew himself belly down in the shadow of a low tile wall,aware, now, that he was irrevocably committed. There wereno more gaps in the patrols along the perimeter, and wouldnot be, until daylight made it impossible to cross withoutbeing observed from one of the guard posts set in woodenbalconies that jutted from the house's peaks.

 

The wait under the wall would last an hour. To use the jtime, Arakasi reviewed all of his preparations, turning overeach success and frustration that had marked his mission toits current moment.

 

It had been a painstaking trail, which had begun with thetracking of the honey-haired courtesan's sister. The slavetrader who had brokered the girls had been easy enoughto find, but at the market where Kamlio's sibling shouldhave been turned over to her tong purchaser, all traces ofher vanished.

 

The work then had been hampered by its proximity toOntoset, where the new network begun to replace the onedisrupted by the silk warehouse mishap was still in itsbuilding stages. Weeks of following false leads had yieldedthe conclusion that girls selected for the tong never reachedthe Ontoset marketplace.

 

Arakasi had backtracked along the route, and from adrunken driver's chance remark had learned that slavewagons bearing girls of unusual beauty were on rareoccasions diverted into the rolling foothills to the northof the city. More weeks had been spent scouting out thatarea, to follow and map each footpath, game trail, andswamp in the wide lands north of Ontoset. Sabota and threeother agents had done this, living off the surrounding landlike bandits, stealing jigabirds or vegetables from farmers,fishing the brooks, even eating berries and nuts. One hadbeen killed as he attempted to purchase grain in a villagemiles to the northwest - which had been a loss that yieldedknowledge, for it marked that settlement as subject to thetong's control, where strangers were not welcomed. The'farmer' who had done the killing had taken the Acomaagent from behind with a knife; an expert in his own rightwith dagger work, Arakasi had examined the corpse fishedout of the river. The murder was the work of a trained

assassin. Arakasi had lain in the loft of a mill downstream,listening to gossip: the villagers who had observed the death
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never commented, but continued with their daily affairs asif nothing untoward had occurred.

 

No one had caught wind of the Spy Master's presence;no one had noticed the trail he had erased when he left. Hereviewed again the checks he had run in Ontoset, countingthe farm carts that entered, and noting what color dustfilmed their wheels as they presented themselves at theguard gate He had not been followed, for a certainty. ~More weeks had been spent in a roadside ditch, livingoff dried cakes and fruit. Months after the murder of hisagent, Arakasi had traced three carts from that village. Backin Ontoset, he had worn a drover's robes and gone out forhard nights of drinking. Carts came and went, until finally ~one of chose he had been seeking pulled in. A trip outsidethe tap with three swaying, singing companions: he hadleaned on that wagon to piss, and with a knife concealedin his other hand had notched the hardened leacher thatbound the cartwheel's rim.

 

Sabota, watching at the roadside, had waited more daysfor rain. Then at last, that distinctively marked wheel's track

had led to the location of the tong's pleasure palace. ~'

Arakasi knew his work was good. No one should haveconnected his drunken binge in the tavern with anotherpoor, traveling laborer walking between harvests with hishead drooping in the heat. Still, he sweated. The man hesought to take was the most secretive individual in theEmpire, and by far the best guarded. There were Lordswho had died for merely beholding the Obajan's face.

Tasaio of the Minwanabi had been the singular exception,and the bribes he had paid in metal were the stuffof legend, if a man did not know he had purloinedillicit contraband during his years of war service across

the rift. ::

 

The break in the patrol would come soon. Arakasichewed a strip of dried meat, though his appetite had
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fled. Food was for survival now; or else this would bethe last meal of his life.

 

He swallowed the last of his stores and lay flat upondamp soil. Eyes closed again, he tuned his senses to thenight, hearing every sound and insect, and smelling themoisture-laden air. Any change would find him instantlyat the ready. His timing required absolute concentration.He waited, sweating harder. His thoughts sought to wander,marred by some new, formless apprehension he couldnot name.

 

That anomaly troubled him sorely, but could not beexamined, for the moment had come. The crunch ofsandals crossed the gravel path just the other side of thewall; ten seconds, twenty seconds, thirty: Arakasi flowedthrough the night like a phantom.

 

Over the wall in a vault, he crossed the garden, leapingover the paths and keeping to slate borders of the flowerbeds that his step not disturb the raked gravel. Lightflickered through the trees. Arakasi dove belly down andscraped under the arch of an ornamental bridge. The waterin the little stream was high at this time of year, its tricklehiding his splashing. He barely had enough headroomunder the center beam to keep his face clear of the surface.The sound of current over a rock underneath masked hisfast breaching as he froze, his heartbeat racing. Up thepath came a group of men. Four were wearing the black ofassassins, white sashes proclaiming them to be of honoredrank. Two more moved through the garden, flanking theparty as guards. Of the pair they protected, one was chin,clad in silk woven in the Hamoi-flower pattern, his eyesroving back and forth in nervous review. But it was to theother man that Arakasi's attention was drawn.

 

This one was massively built, his wide girth carryingnot one ounce of fat. He wore a flowing brown robe, thehood thrown back to reveal the face that would never be
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uncovered away from home. The man who might earlierhave posed as itinerant priest or monk proudly displayedthe long topknot and fall of hair that proclaimed him ofsupreme rank. His shaved scalp bore the complex redtattoos that adorned only an Obajan.

 

In the darkness under the bridge, as footsteps thumpedand creaked across the boards above, pressed tight betweenthe structure and damp mud, Arakasi grinned to know hiswork had not been wasted. He was within striking distanceof the ruler of the Hamoi Tong.

 

But now was no time to strike. The flanking guardswere beating the bushes on either side of the path. Theabnormally high water made the cranny under the bridgetoo small to shelter a full-sized man without backing up theflow. And indeed, no ordinary skulker could have wedgedhimself clear of the streamlet by bracing his elbows on theside beams. Arakasi ignored his aching muscles. Now therewere twenty-four assassins in residence at the estate. Heheld back elation. Even a chance gleam of light on his teethcould betray him. Eighteen or twenty-four assassins, he wassticking his head into the mouth of a harulth and daring themost dangerous predator in Kelewan to bite down.

The Obajan's party passed, probably on its way to enjoythe evening in the covered gazebo near the wall. Arakasihad the night left yet to wait. At the last hour before sunrise,he would attempt to enter the estate house. For there wasonly one way he had determined to infiltrate this nest ofmurderers, and after that, he grimly acknowledged, he hadno safe way out.

 

As deep night at last began to fade, Arakasi trembled withfatigue. Lying now half in the water, he thanked Chochocan,the Good God, that the guard patrols had not changed theirroutine with the Obajan in residence. He forced himself togorge his belly with water. The single most desperate act tof his life lay ahead, as he prepared to gain entry to theestate house. The next sentry arrived on schedule. Arakasipeered out from under the bridge. As the guard reached thelimit of his vision, the Spy Master slithered silently into theopen. Heavy dewfall would mask the drips that scatteredfrom his wet clothing. He moved fast, knowing that hemust maintain an equal distance between two men intenton killing anyone they found. If the one ahead paused toscratch an itch or the one behind walked slightly fasterthan normal, Arakasi might die before he knew he hadbeen discovered.

 

The Spy Master resisted the temptation to hurry. Fewsituations demanded such precise control. Scrambling asquietly as possible, he moved sideways, forearms, knees,and toes alone touching the ground. The toll on his alreadydepleted strength was tremendous.

 

After two hundred feet of progress, Arakasi collapsedto the ground. He made himself dizzy choking back hisgasps for air, but forced his ears to listen for any indicationthat he had been seen. No alarm was sounded. He studiedthe sky. The predawn grey was brightening now. Fromexperience he knew that sentries had the most difficulttime seeing at dawn and dusk, when all was reduced toblurred shadows.

 

Footfalls passed. The guard who had been to his rearpassed within a yard of his position. But the sentry hadhis attention directed toward the outer wall, not upon theground to the left of his feet. And it was a shadow in thegrass beside the main house that Arakasi had become, his

breath stopped, and his hands braced to move.

 

The sentry paused. Arakasi counted, dripping sweat. Ona certain number, the guard moved on. At once Arakasileaped to his feet, removed a cord from his belt, and threwits weighted end upward over a tree branch that archedtoward the house between the balconies that housed more
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guards. Exposed on three sides, he had only seconds beforethe next patrol appeared around the corner. Luck must behis mistress here. Arakasi hurled himself upward stayingclose to the thick trunk to avoid any rustling of leaves. Hethrew himself prone on the branch and reeled in his cordhand over hand.

 

His observations were now useless. He had had no way topenetrate the life inside the house, and so had no knowledgebeyond an estimated floor plan gained by watching thegoings and comings of the servants.

 

Arakasi heard voices and knew the house staff awakenedSoon cooks and body servants would be about their dutiesand he had to be in place.

 

Arakasi pulled himself along the limb. He had to becareful. This was a takai tree, grown for its lush fruit; thebranches of bearing trees were weak and tended to breakwhen more weight was added. The foliage was thin andprovided little cover as he shinnied under the beams of aguard balcony. The need to keep quiet knotted his musclesand made his suppressed breath like fire in his chest.

Houses in Kelewan were usually constructed with abreathing space between the inner ceiling and the roof tolet the heat under the eaves escape. This house should beno different, but a grating of wood might have been addedto increase security. No clear safe haven remained to him,and he was too far inside the estate to turn back with anychance of safety. The sky might be lightening to silver, butthe gloom under the rafters was complete. Arakasi gropedinto the shadow

 

The way inside he had hoped to find did exist, butas he had suspected, thin slats of wood barred his wayinto the crawl space between the tiled roof above and theplaster ceiling of the rooms below. Arakasi drew one ofhis rare metal throwing knives. The steel could endurethe punishment of prying the slats out at their pegged
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ends, where a Tsurani blade of laminated hide would havesnapped. Arakasi worked quickly. He garnered scrapes andsplinters as he wormed his way through the small opening,then used the grease of his own sweat to ease the pegsback without squeaking. He allowed himself a moment ofsilent exultation. He had done the impossible. Althoughcramped in a space too small for comfort, he was insidethe building.

 

He rested while the guard changed in the platformsoutside. Then, he groped his way across the beams untilhe located the rooftree. He settled in to wait, the daybefore him to spy out the arrangement of the rooms unseenbeneath.

 

Arakasi lay supine, listening closely to the dulcet tones ofwomen's voices below him. His success now depended onthe chance that the Obajan would be visiting his women,for the Spy Master doubted he could survive another dayof sweating in the airless space beneath the roof.

The coarse-cut wood of dusty rafters bit into his thighsand arms, and chafed him through the light cloth of his robe.He endured, flexing one limb at a time to relieve crampsfrom impaired circulation. The air had grown stifling asthe sun heated the roof tiles. Although he had gone withoutsleep for nearly two days, he fiercely resisted the need to rest.To fall victim to the body's needs in this place was to die.Should he doze, he might roll off the narrow crossbeam andcome crashing through the thin plaster ceiling below him.With grim humor he also considered how the sound of hisexhausted snores might lead the vigilant guards to his-hidingplace. Now, ready with his steel in darkness, his cheek andhands tickled by the aimless wanderings of crawling insects,he felt a heady mix of exhilaration and regret: exhilaration

that he had won so close without discovery; regret that somany tasks remained undone.
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Below him, cracks in the plaster admitted an orangeglow of light. Servants had lit the lamps, which meantthat night had fallen outside. He could hear the silverylaughter of women; among them now and again soundeda voice that reminded him of another girl, and an afternoonentanglement in silken sheets. Arakasi shifted, irked athimself. Kamlio was on his mind far too much: the feelof her rich hair under his hands, and her creamy skin, andher kisses; the very memory of her made him sweat withlonging. Yet what haunted his mind, over and over, wasno simple coupling of flesh. He dreamed of her deep eyes,the intelligence in them alternately dulled by boredom andmade cunning by abuse. Her manner seemed hard, but itwas a cynicism that roofed over a chasm of pain. He knew,as surely as his hands and his body had pleased her, thatgiven time, he could reach the sweet nature hidden liketreasure within her.

 

If he survived this evening's endeavors, he would buy herfreedom, maybe show her the headier joys of a free life. Ifshe would have him; if, after a lifetime of pandering to thewhims of many masters, she did not find men distasteful. . . Arakasi's lip curled in self-contempt in the dark. Hedreamed! He dreamed like a lovesick boy! Had life nottaught him never to give credence to the unpredictabledesires of the heart?

 

He smothered an impulse to curse.

 

It was irony, of the blackest and bitterest sort, thatthe mission that had caused him to know her mightitself bring her to ultimate harm. With stark logic, inthe stifling heat under the rooftree, he knew: he wouldrequire a miracle of the gods to emerge from his missionalive. The odds now favored his getting the strikeat the Obajan he had planned for. But even shouldhis blow prove deadly, evading the best of the tong'sassassins - and after them, the vengeful wrath of the
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Tiranjan, Obajan's successor - was an impossible expectation.

 

Arakasi shivered from fatigue and tension. He changedgrip on a knife handle gone strangely sweat-slick withdoubt. How could one enchantress of a courtesan havetempted him to place her well-being above the will ofMara, his sworn mistress, whose life he loved above hisown? Yet Kamlio had. For Mara, the Obajan of the HamoiTong would die. But if the Spy Master who undertook thedeed escaped the consequences alive, he recognised that asmall, secretive part of himself must remain his own. Hiscare for the courtesan, which might or might not be love-andcould easily be rooted in foolish pity - begged to beexplored. The self-respect recovered with the destructionof House Minwanabi demanded this: that he hear his ownneeds as a man, and reconcile them with the duties thatdaily led him into danger.

 

A thousand times, he might have died nameless, in theguise of beggar, itinerant priest, sailor, fortune-teller, spicemerchant, costermonger, messenger. And a thousand timeshe faced those risks without hesitation, for he had staredinto the abyss and did not fear death. But now, whenhe needed hindrance the least, he found that suddenlymattered. If death took him, he wanted his ashes honoredon Acoma lands, and the pretty, sullen-eyed courtesancrying his name by his pyre. Now he found himselfshackled by sentiment when, at any cost, his identity mustremain secret.

 

The continuance of the Acoma, whose beloved Ladyhad restored him to honor, and perhaps even the Empireitself depended upon flawless self-restraint. Arakasi hadlived such a disjointed existence that love had but oncebefore fettered him, and then more through loyalty to thewoman who had restored his pride and honor. And thoughhe adored Mara, she did not trouble his dreams. Arakasi
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cherished her as a priest loved his goddess. But Kamliohad touched a piece of him that had been hidden from allothers. Especially himself, he rued silently.

 

The laughter of the women subsided. Arakasi tensed,jerked from reminiscence by a tread that grated as itcrossed the floor. The sound indicated studded leathersandals, and the weight of a large man. A female calledout a welcome, and bare, perfumed feet lisped over tile;cushions and refreshments were being brought for themaster's comfort, Arakasi surmised. He shifted positioninfinitesimally, his grip on his knife hot and dry.

The closeness of his attic perch seemed suddenly, unendurablystifling. He fought the instinct to gasp for moreair, to move, to act prematurely; he willed himself againstpain to force each muscle to relax and hold position. Themingled scents of perfumes wafted through the heated air,admitted through the gaps between plaster and beams.Presently Arakasi heard the clink of fine crystal, as servinggirls brought refreshment to their master, and later, a villeplayer who accompanied a singer for his entertainment. Hesmelled sweet oils, then, and heard the deep-pitched sighs ofcontentment of a man being attended by skilled masseurs.The Spy Master's own abused body obliged him by tryingto cramp.

 

Patience, he reminded himself inwardly.

 

Later still, a light tread betrayed a towel girl's departure,her step shortened by her hamper of soiled linens. His eyeshalf dosed, Arakasi pictured the tableau in the chamberbelow his rafter perch. The musician had slowed hisrhythms, and the singer abandoned Lyrics, her voice slidinginto a languorous humming. The crystal jug that held thespiced sa wine chimed as it was set on its polished stonetray - nearly empty now, Arakasi judged by the ring ofthe glass. Wax candles had burned low. The faint lightthat escaped through the tiny cracks in the ceiling hadtaken on the warmer tone cast by an oil lamp. He heardthe sigh of fine fabric as it fell away, and the master arosewith a creak of knees. His sigh was huge as he stretched.

For the first time since his entry into his pleasureharem, the Obajan of the Hamoi Tong spoke. 'Jeisa.' Hepaused after the name, his eyes perhaps glittering withlust. 'Alamena, Tori.' He waited, cruelly drawing out aninterval of palpable tension, while the other, unsummonedwomen arrayed at his feet waited to know whether theywould be chosen or spurned, their disappointment or theirjoy at their appointed turn of fate carefully hidden.

The Obajan sighed again. 'Kamini,'he finished. 'The restof my flowers are dismissed.'

 

Arakasi blinked to clear the sting of what he hoped wassweat. Not Kamini; the gods were not kind tonight. Kaminihe wished far away from the master's bedchamber throughthis hour, for she was sister to Kamlio, the girl who hauntedthe Spy Master's dreams.

 

Fiercely Arakasi wrenched his thoughts from the image ofKamlio's face. Daydream and grow careless, and he woulddie here.

 

A screen swished closed in the chamber below; presentlyanother slid open, and Arakasi heard the chirps of eveninginsects over the hiss of the oil lamp. The attic had notcooled; the roof tiles held the day's heat yet, though thesun had long set, and the night was old enough for dew.The musician and the singer subsided to the barest whisperof a melody, over which Arakasi could hear the slither ofsilken sheets, and the muffled giggle of a girl. He waited, stillas a predator, listening avidly for his prey's contented sighsto become the quickened breaths of passion, and waited yetas a girl began to moan in the throes of pleasure . . . or whatseemed like pleasure. Arakasi banished thoughts of another

girl, who had been taught since childhood to feign all thesubtleties of joy .
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Arakasi reproached himself silently. He had sweatedtoo much, and dehydration was making him perilouslylight-headed. He forced concentration, every muscle cordedwith tension. The knife in his hand felt like an extension ofhis living flesh as the Obajan, entwined in hot girls anddamp silk, opened his mouth and cried out in the fulfillmentof his release.

 

In that instant, the Spy Master shoved off, plungingdownward through warm air. He struck the plaster ceilingand broke through, in a shower of fragments, and chips,and dust. His eyes, long used to the dark, saw clearly inthe lamplight the humped mass of entangled forms on themat below as he fell. He chose the uppermost, the mostmassive, and angled his knife accordingly.

 

He had but one instant to pray that the only time theObajan of the Hamoi Tong would be more than a hand'sreach from his weapons and guards would be in nakedness,in the act of coupling.

 

Then he crashed atop the sweating mass of the Obajanand his women, and sheathed priceless steel in flesh. Arakasifelt his blade turned by sinew and bone. He had missed akilling blow.

 

The Obajan was huge, but none of his bulk was fat.His groan of pleasure became a shout of pain and alarm.Arakasi was thrown off his prey like a fish tossed from abait boat. His heel caught on a woman's leg and he fell.Besides being strong, the master of assassins was fast. Hishand shot out to a pile of weapons beside the bed. Threedarts smacked into silken sheets, even as Arakasi rolledaway. A girl screamed in pain and fear.

 

The oil lamp went out. A vielle fell with a crash, and thesinger broke off, screaming. Feet pounded in the corridor,while Arakasi shoved free of entangling bedclothes, andthrew off a girl who clawed his shoulder with her nails. Hissecond knife slid into his hand as if it had life and breath
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and a desire to match his need. He flicked his wrist, andreleased, and the blade flew true, into the Obajan's neck.

The master of the Hamoi Tong bellowed again, enraged.But the blade kissed the artery, and blood fountained. Heraised his hand to staunch the flow, and all but lost histhumb on the keen edge still exposed. Against the palesquare of the door screen, Arakasi saw the man's shouldersquiver in the stress of ebbing life. His scalp lock fell looseover his back as he crashed to his knees, his chest wet withthe fast flow of blood.

 

Arakasi twisted around, flinging girls and sheets one wayand another in the darkness. He rolled, tossed a cushion inthe direction of pursuing footsteps. Someone tripped andhit with a fleshy smack against the tile. Mistaking himfor the assailant, four incoming guards sprang and borethe unfortunate man down. His protests masked Arakasi'smovements as, hand to the wall, the Spy Master scuttledto the far side of the chamber.

 

He had just enough starlight to see by. Careful to keep anychance gleam of steel from betraying his position, Arakasidrew another knife from his belt loop. He threw, and oneof the guards went down, clutching his belly, and howling.His noise distracted the rest, allowing Arakasi to drawmore knives and dispatch the four guards who enteredfrom the outer hall. They died, one after another, betweenthe screaming of the pleasure women and the cries of thewounded sentry on the floor. The Obajan lay in the sheets,motionless in death.

 

Arakasi slipped through the screen and ducked out ofsight around the lintel. He dared not wait to see if any ofthe girls had seen him go, nor if they had the wits to makeoutcry. With a leap driven by adrenaline, he sprang up andcaught the comer beam of the roof. Dangling by his hands,

he pulled himself into the shadows under the eaves, his lastblade gripped between his teeth.
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He was barely established in his hiding place when feetpounded into the room from the direction of the adjoininghallway.

 

'Outside!' shouted one of the assassins. 'The man whokilled our master fled into the garden!'

 

Desperate, Arakasi clawed a fragment of shingle fromthe gutter. With an underhand toss he pitched the bitof tile into a flower bed. The sharp-eared sentry whobolted through the door dashed headlong into the bushes,hacking the vegetation with his sword. Arakasi could havebrushed the man's head with his fingertips as the manpassed below.

 

More assassins rushed out. 'Where is he?'

 

The swordsman paused in his slashing. 'I heard movement.'

'Quickly!' called the second guard. 'Bring torches! Thekiller makes his escape while we delay!'

 

They fanned outward, combing the garden, while menwith lights converged to aid in the search. Arakasi slunghimself off the roof. A moving shadow in darkness, hesidestepped and ducked into an adjoining screen, backinside the house where the pursuers had not yet thoughtto check.

 

More men exploded from the bedroom. They met thefirst man, returning. 'He must have gone over the wall.Patrol the perimeter, quickly, before he gets away!'

Shouts of inquiry issued from inside the harem. Newsof the Obajan's death roused the servants, some of whomgave way to panic. The tong was swift and mercilessin retribution, and in a house this well guarded, themembers would suspect that whoever killed their mastermust have an inside accomplice. The entire staffmight be put to death to ensure elimination of anytraitors. The more intelligent servants understood theirbest course of action was to flee. Fear alone bound thesewretches to service with this murderous brotherhood;
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most preferred to chance an uncertain future than facedishonorable death.

 

Arakasi could only hope that the confusion caused bydozens of terrified servants would lend him opening, forwhile a saner man might seek escape, his mission was yetincomplete. For Mara's sake, he must return to the Obajan'sstudy and steal the record journal of the tong.

Stillness had fallen over the adjacent bedchamber. Arakasirisked that the guards had left their dead master in the heatof the search. He reentered the screen he had broken earlierand stepped into a scene of carnage.

 

Blood splattered everything within ten feet of the bed.Beside the bulk of the slain master, a pair of naked girlsremained, starlight limping their forms faintly silver. One ofthem stared at him, silent. With crazed, repetitive motions,she sought to wipe blood from skin smeared hopelesslyscarlet. The other writhed in the sheets, moaning. Struckdown by a poisoned dart, she was unable to rise. With grimpurpose, Arakasi recovered two metal knives, one from theneck of the Obajan and another from the stomach of a guardwho lay sprawled at his master's feet.

 

Arakasi stepped past the foot of the bed, his glancepassing over the wounded courtesan. He stopped, hisattention unwillingly arrested. The girl's hair pooled likespilled oil in the moonlight, pale gold and glistening. Herface was upturned, exposed to the flicker of torchlightspilling in from the garden. Like a wound to the heart, hesaw that her features were the exact same as her sister's.

They were twins.

 

Logic could not stay the lurch of Arakasi's heart. Inmoonlight, her slim hands worrying at the dart that piercedher breast, she could not be distinguished from the girl hehad touched and bedded. Jolted by a pain of the spirit thatthreatened to choke his breath, Arakasi fought to recapturehis icy, analytical nature. He was Acoma Spy Master, on a
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mission for the Servant of the Empire. He must keep hiswits and locate the Obajan's scrolls.

 

But when he most needed steady nerves, his objectivityforsook him. Before one dying courtesan, his own survivalsuddenly seemed as meaningless as trying to capturesunlight with bare hands.

 

Arakasi's intellect screamed that he must keep faith withMara, while his heart drove him to his knees beside thestricken girl. Time and circumstance were blurred. He couldno longer separate which was the courtesan who had boundhim to her, and which the twin sister. In the dark, in themoonlight, in the aching loss of the moment, their identitiesseemed to merge. Against every instinct of self-preservation,Arakasi gathered-her body into his arms. He cradled her,wide-eyed and motionless, until she quivered, gasped and,after what seemed an eternity, finally ceased breathing.

Arakasi felt as if he had been beaten. His nails had gougedhis palms, and his teeth had drawn blood. The salt-richtaste on his tongue and the death stink that pervadedhis nostrils pushed him to nausea. He barely noticed theliving woman who muttered amid bloodstained sheets. Hismind recorded but did not comprehend her babble. Arakasisnatched a tearing breath and forced himself to unlock hisrigid limbs. His heart seemed frozen as the dead girl slippedfrom his grasp By rote, he reacted to a sound behind him,turned, and whipped out a knife. His throw was almost true.The servant who sought entry was a castrate who servedthe harem, returned to look after his charges. The knifecaught him a glancing slash across the neck. He gaggedand slammed into the door post. Fast Arakasi had alwaysbeen; but tonight his limbs were clumsy as he stumbledacross the dropped girl. His feet caught in soggy sheetsand hooked upon cushions. He struck the castrate with awrestler's move in the middle, and knocked him sideways.The dying man's strength was uncanny. Arakasi's hands
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sought a grip, and slipped. He dug his fingers into thewound and, by the spray of blood on his face, knew hehad torn his enemy's artery. Using his knuckles to stop hisvictim from crying out, he received a bite to the bone.

Had the dead Obajan's guards not been sweeping theouter grounds for an assassin who by rights should befleeing for his life, the struggle would have brought notice.As it was, hanging onto a dying man who careened into wallhangings and crashed against chests and tables, Arakasi felta sense of the unreal. The castrate took a long time to bleedto death. When he at last fell limp, Arakasi reeled out ofthe room.

 

He had never seen the inside of the house. What senseof direction he had garnered during his wait under therooftree now deserted him as he sought the journal thatwas the heart of the tong. Such a book recorded eachcontract and its disposition, in a cipher known only tothe Obajan. Intermediaries were told nothing beyond thename of the victims directed to die.

 

The tong's records were the inheritance of the Tiranjan,who must take over rulership for the leader just assassinated.The journal would not be unprotected, and even beforethe commotion of the search died down, the Obajan'sflower-robed adviser would be sending the Tiranjan tocollect it.

 

Arakasi heard distant voices and a scream. His time inthe house was now limited to less than a handful of minutes,and his mind remained muddled by the memory of a girl'stormented death. He whipped himself to review his pastsurmises, made through the hot hours of waiting under therooftree. This was the pleasure palace. The Obajan wason sabbatical. The record book that was never beyond hisreach would be here, in a place set aside for it. The doorscreen with the stoutest construction must be the strongroom where the tong's scrolls would be kept.
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Arakasi flitted down the corridor, keeping to the shadowsas much as possible. He doused lanterns where he dared,shivering and starting at every distant noise. He roundeda corner and all but collided with a man whose back wasturned. The chink of steel as he drew his last knife causedthe man to whirl. He was a warrior, assigned to guard alocked door. Arakasi launched himself forward and slicedthe tendons in the man's wrist, even as his foe reached downto draw his sword. The Spy Master felt no pain himself as hechopped bitten, bleeding fingers into the guard's windpipe,and rammed him with a crash against the wood.

 

Someone shouted at the noise.

 

Out of time, Arakasi bashed his enemy through thepanel. The guard resisted, eyes widened in soul-deepterror. As he overbalanced backward into the confines ofthe strong room, the hand that still functioned scrabbledin desperation at the wall.

 

Then he went down. Tripwires mired his ankles, anddarts were released from the walls. The floor where hestruck dropped down with a grinding sound, and stakes ofsharpened, resin-hardened wood erupted through piercedpatterns in the tiles, impaling his twitching remains.

Arakasi paid his victim's death throes no mind. Clued bythe man's last living act, he surveyed the wall, and found aniche between the murals. He recognised the hole for whatit was, an opening for a locking pin that would disable themechanical traps inside the room. He jammed his knife intothe gap and rushed ahead.

 

Chills chased across his skin. He could hear running feetin the corridors, converging upon his position. Ahead ofhim, lit by a single lamp, stood a tall desk-like structurewith a heavy book resting on the top. He leaped over thecorpse of the guard, his thoughts racing.

 

If the door had been trapped, so the desk must be also. Itfollowed that a thief who survived the defences to get thisfar must be gifted, and a master of intricate mechanisms.Therefore, Arakasi chose the unpredictable tactic: he wouldmake his attempt by force.

 

He swallowed the metallic taste of panic. He grasped theheavy ceramic lamp stand, bent down, and bashed throughthe inlaid paneling at the bottom of the desk. He lookedup to locate and disarm the maze of fine threads and leversthat would set off the snare were the book to be lifted, andbeneath them found something else.

 

A tightly rolled scroll lay beneath the trip mechanism.He pulled it from its resting place and glanced at it. Theouter parchment was written over in cipher and tied offwith ribbons marked with the flower of the Hamoi Tong.The book on the desktop was a fake, set up in plain view asa trap. In his hand he held the true accounts of the tong.

The cries of alarm were now closer. Arakasi thrust thescroll into his robe and hurried to the doorway. He yankedhis knife from the hole and ran, away from the voices thatconverged around the corner from behind.

 

He made blind haste, shaken to fresh fear by hissuccess. As much as he had planned, as carefully as hehad arranged his safeguards, he had never anticipatedsurviving beyond the moment of the Obajan's death.Now the stakes were redoubled; for without the journalscroll, the Tiranjan could not assume leadership of theclan. Contracts would go unfulfilled, and the Hamoiassassins would lose honor. In effect, Arakasi held themurderous brotherhood's natami in his hands. Without it,the tong would lose credibility and eventually drift awaylike smoke.

 

Shouting erupted in the corridor Arakasi had just vacated.

The broken doorway was discovered, and screams followed,as guards rushed inside and fell to the traps reset when hehad removed the dagger used as locking pin. Pursuit wasimmediate, as the survivors scattered searching through the
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house. Arakasi barely slipped out the window ahead of onehard on his trail.

 

A stinging in his shoulder marked a hit by an assassin'sdart. It would be poisoned, surely, yet he had no choicebut to ignore it. The antidotes he had brought on thechance he might get hit lay with his stores, hidden outsidethe perimeter. He rushed across the garden, leaped intoa tree, and flung himself over the first wall. Poised for amoment, he heard darts and the heavier rattle of arrowsflying through the branches above his head.

 

He looked frantically for opportunity. A panicked partyof servants hurried past. Attempting to steal from the estate,they hugged the wall in silence as they sought a clear avenueto freedom.

 

Arakasi insinuated himself into their midst, causing onewoman to scream and a man to throw himself on hisknees and beg mercy. The Spy Master's black clothing hadcaused them to mistake him for an assassin, he realisedwith near-hysterical glee. Drawing a deep breath, Arakasiscreamed, 'The servants have murdered the Obajan! Killthem all!' His ragged shout sent the menials scatteringin all directions, and he sprinted as they did, towardthe outer wall. Let the tong trackers pick out his spoorfrom this confusion, he thought as he skinned his palmsleaping over.

 

At the edge of physical and mental exhaustion, he madehis way to a sheltered place he had selected against thefaint chance he would complete his mission. There he hadhidden his antidotes, and a cache of drugs that would forcehim to continued alertness and energy, until safety or deathgreeted him. He would pay a terrible price for their use,and weeks of rest would be needed, but survival wouldbe worth the price. He dosed himself quickly and strippedoff his bloodied clothing. He left them under a large rock.From another of his vials, he poured a pungent liquid thatcaused his eyes to water. It was the essence of a slu-leeth,a large swamp creature that other beasts found repellent.No dog known would track one, and indeed, exposure toits musk would ruin the animals' sense of smell for days.As he rubbed the stinking ointment on his skin, the stingin his shoulder reminded him he still had a dart in his flesh.He drew the barbed shaft out and slipped on a fresh shirt.The bitten knuckles he could do nothing for, and he cursedat the certainty that the hand would swell and infect.

He could do nothing more but trust that the antidote hehad swallowed would counteract the poison. He had madea fair guess at those required, a legacy of the knowledgegained from his inspection of Korbargh's shelves.

Arakasi began to lope through the night, sandal-clad feetslapping steadily over the rocky trail that led to safety. Nowas he coursed through dew drenched grasses, memories ofKorbargh's end, and another death, made him acknowledgethe changes in himself. Never again could he take suchmeasures against a man, not for Mara, not for duty, notfor honor. Not since he had held a dying courtesan andconfused her, for a moment, with another girl. Irrevocably,he had perceived his own heart. If Korbargh's antidotes, andthe poison in his body were not a match . . . Arakasi wasfatalistic - until another memory surfaced: the ~dead girl inthe Obajan's chamber. Her tearful hysterics replayed in hismind, her mumbling resolved with frightening clarity. Shehad said, 'He knows Kamini!'

 

Kamini who was but one half of a pair of twins, onebelonging to an impotent old man, and the other dead withthe Obajan. Arakasi began to run then, out of breath andhurting before he started. For the first time ever, he prayedwith fervor to the gods of Kelewan, begging Sibi, who wasDeath, not to call him to her brother Turakamu's halls. Heneeded luck, or a miracle, most likely both. For his lapse intodistraction back in the Obajan's chamber was sending death
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to Kamlio's door. He had left the mad girl alive, and stillbabbling, and a search was on for an assassin. The Obajan'sguards who remained alive might not cover every cranny ofthe estate grounds in the dark. But come daylight, when theTiranjan arrived to direct the aftermath, a more methodicalhunt would begin. The courtesan would be questioned.

Arakasi recognised a second ugly truth: because ofKamlio he could be made to talk should he be taken. Hechoked back anguish. The only way to save the twin thathe loved was through Mara; and the only way to protecthis Lady was through the girl, who knew he had workedfor a powerful mistress with great wealth. There were fewsuch Ruling Ladies in the Empire. The tong would redoubletheir attacks upon Mara. Where once the tong struck forhonor, now they would attack for survival. Arakasi wouldbe only minutes ahead of the assassins in his race to reachKamlio. If he could find one of his new operatives inOntoset he might pass along his precious burden, but hehad no moment to delay. From the instant the fact came tolight that the Obajan's murderer had recognised Kamini,the brotherhood would investigate, working back along thetrail from the estate to the slave broker, to the survivingtwin. They would leave corpses after their inquiries. If theiragents in Kentosani received word before he could recoverKamlio . . .

 

Sweating, Arakasi increased his pace, through fields andgardens, and over the beaten earth of a game trail that ledin the direction of the main thoroughfare. Ah, if he couldhave one of Hokanu's accursed horses, now . . .

Even in his affirmation of service to Lady Mara, healso moved as he must, to meet his own need. Arakasibecame filled by a strange exhilaration, as if only now hadit registered that he was alive. His insane assault upon theObajan had succeeded, and he held the tong's records inhis possession. That victory made him giddy. The jarring
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of the road under his feet, the sting of splinters in his skin,the burning of each labored breath, were all sensations tobe cherished. Part of his mind recognised the effects of thedrugs he had taken, but he also knew this preternaturalawareness arose from his discovery of the true stakes atrisk for him.

 

As he hurried through the night, he analytically examinedthis epiphany. As son of a woman of the Reed Life, he hadnever regarded love between man and woman as any sortof mystery. He had lived, always, by his wits, his perception,and his skills derived from level-headed study of his fellowhuman beings. He had seen Mara's involvement with thebarbarian, Kevin, and been intrigued. He had attributed thefire in his mistress's eyes when the man had been present toa female's need to romanticise relationships. Why else gothrough the encumbrance and the bother of childbearing,he had coldly rationalised.

 

Now, running as if his heart would burst, his throatcongested with unshed tears, he thought of a honey-hairedgirl, still living, and her dead identical twin sister. He saw,as he bashed through dew-drenched branches and stumbled

with startling carelessness into the open moonlight on theroad, that he had been wrong. Stupidly, pitifully wrong.

Half a lifetime he had lived, and almost missed thesignificance of the magic that poets called love. He skiddedto a stop, and glanced in both directions to locate the litterpre-arranged to wait for him.

 

He pondered, as he gasped for breath, whether if hesurvived to spare the other, living girl from the tong'svengeance as this night's work was traced back to her hewondered if the cynical nature, born of crushed dreams,would ever permit her to teach him what he now mostwished to know. He ached to see whether the emptinesshe had discovered within himself could ever be fulfilled.

He spun around and, in the empty road, realised a second
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thing, as fearful as any other in this night of reckoning: thiswas the last mission he could undertake in the belief therewould not be personal consequences. For, irrevocably, hehad lost the detachment that had set him apart from hisfellows, and had given rise to the ice-dear objective visionthat had made him a genius in his craft.

 

A need had wakened in him that changed him from whathe was; no longer could he look upon others through his lensof unfeeling indifference. No longer could he mimictheir ways, and assume any identity at will. The pale-hairedcourtesan had forever changed that.

 

A night bird sang, somewhere off in the wood. The foliageoverhung the thoroughfare, dimming moonlight, and thefine-grained scattering of stars. Left in drifting mist, withan empty roadway and no clue, not even a flag of dust todetermine which way the litter might be waiting, Arakasichose a direction at random. Tortured to wry observation,he considered whether his opponent at the game of intrigue,Chumaka of the Anasati, had also possessed that flaw ofhuman nature, and lived in the absence of love. Or if hehad not, would Arakasi's newfound vulnerabilities leavehim open to attack by a man that already had an uncannypenchant for spycraft, and who was Mara's implacableenemy?

 

Arakasi agonised, as the sound of night creatures seemedto mock him. Feeling more anguish in minutes than he hadknown all the years of his life, the exhausted, frightened,yet exultant Spy Master hurried on, toward a future anda goal more fearful than any he put behind him.

14
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The fog lifted.

 

Arakasi walked through the river quarter of Jamar inbone numbing fatigue. Although he had shed all signs ofpursuit nights past, he dared not stop for rest. The tongwas behind him somewhere, following him like hounds ona game trail. They would lose him in this city, among tenthousand strangers, only to turn to their other lead - theclue that led to Kamini's sister. He had only a matter ofdays before they found Kamlio.

 

With Mara still in residence at the Imperial Palace, hewould forfeit what precious lead time he had gained. Thefastest commercial litter, with two extra crews of runners,had carried him from Ontoset to Jamar in a week. He couldnot sleep though the jouncing ride, but his drug depletedbody had fallen into a stupor for the few hours a day thebearers required to rest.

 

Now, six days after he had killed the Obajan, he had paidoff the exhausted crew of litter bearers by the entrance toJamar's main market, then lost himself amid the workerswho set up the merchant's stalls and laid out the day'swares. Jamar was the busiest trading port in the Empireand the dockside quarter formed a small community on itsown, where seagoing ships met river craft. Arakasi found abeggar boy sitting before a brothel, closed at this early hourof morning. He held up a shell worth a hundred centis, morewealth than the boy would beg in a year. 'What is the fastestway upriver?'

 

The boy sprang to his feet and with gestures indicated hehad no voice. Arakasi motioned for the boy to show him.

l
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Darting through the early morning crowd that collectedby the sausage seller's shack, the boy led him upriver toa pier where a half-dozen small craft were tied up. Therein plain view of a StoUt riverman, the boy pantomined thatthis was where Arakasi wished to be. The Spy Master gavehim the shell.

 

The transaction was not lost upon the riverman, whountil that moment had counted the filthy man anotherbeggar. Seeing that shell, he reassessed his evaluation andsmiled broadly. 'You seek quick passage upriver, sir?'

Arakasi said, 'I need to reach Kentosani in haste.'

The man's chubby face showed pride. 'I own the swiftestcraft in the city, good sir.' He pointed toward the river,indicating a low, trim messenger boat, with a tiny cabin,moored some distance from the pier. 'I call her RiverMistress. Four banks for eight oarsmen, and full sail.'Arakasi assessed her lines and efficient lateen sail. Shemight not be quite as good as her master's boast, but hewould lose any time he might save in looking for one thatmight be marginally faster.

 

'She appears worthy,' Arakasi said neutrally. 'Are the;rowers aboard?'

 

The captain said, 'Indeed. We are waiting for a merchantfrom Pesh, who desires transport to Sulan-Qu. He has thecabin, sir, but if you are willing to ride on deck, you may takeover the accommodations from Sulan-Qu to Kentosani. Theprice would normally be five hundred centis, but as you aresharing the boat halfway, I'll take three hundred.'

Arakasi reached into a hidden pocket in his sleeve andwithdrew a slug of silver the size of his thumb. At the glintof metal, more wealth than any riverman might expect tosee in one place, the captain's eyes widened. 'I will havethe cabin,' Arakasi said firmly. 'And we leave now. Themerchant from Pesh can make other arrangements.'

Whatever ethical protestations might have been made
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died in the captain's mouth. Offered incalculable riches, heall but fell over backwards in his hurry to escort Arakasi tothe dinghy that bobbed at the bottom of the pier. Down theladder they went, and the captain cast off and rowed as iften thousand demons pursued him, lest the discommodedmerchant appear and raise outcry.

 

Arakasi boarded the River Mistress while the captainmade fast the dinghy and cast off the mooring. The greenhull was sloppily painted, but there was no rot or othersigns of slack care. The captain might be a frugal man, buthe kept his boat sound.

 

The rowers and tillerman were given their orders andthe captain escorted Arakasi to the tiny cabin as the RiverMistress swung around into the current and began makingher way upriver.

 

Little more than a low shack amidships, the cabin waslarge enough for two people. The interior was dark, andstale with the smell of lamp oil mixed with the lingeringperfume of its previous passenger. The ports to admit lightand air were covered with silk curtains and the cushionswere worn, but Arakasi had often endured worse.

He said, 'This will do. Now, one thing I demand: no oneis to disturb me. Anyone who enters the cabin before wereach Kentosani will die.'

 

Arakasi was not the first strange passenger the boatowner had accommodated, and given the price he hadpaid, no objections were raised over conditions.

Arakasi sat and closed the louvered doors, then removedthe bundle he carried inside his robe. The tong's journal hadnever been out of touch of his skin from the moment he hadfled the Obajan's estate. Now, as he had his first chance toscan the pages, he began his study of the encoded entries. Butthe strange characters blurred before his eyes. With his headbent over yellowed parchment, he fell into exhausted sleep.

When he next regained consciousness, a glance througha porthole showed that they were halfway to the HolyCity. He had slept for two days and a night. Snackingfrom a basket of fruits presumably left for the merchantfrom Pesh, he began to unravel the tong's cipher. It was aclever code, but not beyond Arakasi's gifts to solve, giventhat he had nothing else to do for three more days. He sawfour columns, and surmised that each entry was comprisedof four pieces of information: the date of the contract, theprice agreed upon, the name of the target, and the name ofthe person buying the contract. Next to all but the last

few were checkmarks.

 

Arakasi scanned backward through the records until hefound another entry without a checkmark. He assumedthis to be the name Mara of the Acoma, and the personpaying the price, Desio of the Minwanabi. Anothermissing checkmark, farther back in the record, would beMara's name again, with Desio's father Jingu beside it. vComparison of the characters revealed that the code wasa complex substitution, using a key that was modified witheach use.

 

For hours Arakasi studied the pages, attempting onesolution, then another, discarding a third. But after a dayand a half of work, he began to identify the pattern ofchange.

 

By the time he reached Kentosani, he had translated thejournal, and reviewed its entirety several times. He securedpen and paper from the captain, and made a key for Mara,not trusting to transcribe the text lest the journal fall intoother hands. But he did mark one entry he had disclosedin some distress, for its ramifications demanded his Lady'sattention.

 

When the boat reached the Holy City, Arakasi leapedfrom deck to pier before the owner had fully tied up thecraft, disappearing into the press of the crowd withouta word. He paused only long enough to acquire suitableclothing, and made his way to the palace. There he sentword, enduring the torment of waiting with the ImperialGuards as his message made its way from servant to servant,at last reaching Lady Mara. Had he more wits or time, hemight have devised a disguise to approach her more directly.But the scroll he carried was too important, and he could notrisk being killed as an assassin by the Imperial Whites.

When at last he was escorted into Mara's presence, inher private garden, she smiled, though her gravid conditionprevented her from rising to greet him.

 

An afternoon breeze blew, whipping dust across thestones between the planters, as the Spy Master arrivedbefore Mara and bowed.

 

With emotion that belied his usual dry manner, Arakasisaid, 'Lady, the task is done.'

 

Mara did not miss the change in her Spy Master. Hereyes widened, and she motioned for the servants to leave,then indicated that her Spy Master should sit beside herupon the bench.

 

Arakasi obeyed and handed his mistress a bundle,wrapped in silk. She opened it and saw the scroll withits red ribbons and Hamoi flower stamping. .'

 

Mara said, 'The tong is destroyed?'

 

Arakasi's voice reflected unprecedented weariness. 'Nearly.There is a small matter left to resolve.'

 

Mara glanced at the cipher, saw the key, and put the

journal aside for later study. 'Arakasi, what is wrong?'

The Spy Master found words difficult. 'I discovered . . .something about myself . . . on this journey, mistress.' Hetook a deep breath. 'I may not be the man I once was . . .no, I am not the man I once was.'

 

Mara resisted the impulse to look into his eyes. Shedid not try to read his doubts, but waited for him tocontinue.

'Mistress, at the time when we are most challenged, bythe Assembly and by Jiro of the Anasati . . . I am not sureI am equal to the tasks before us.'

 

Mara touched his hand in gentle affection. 'Arakasi, Ihave always admired your resourcefulness and the amusementI took whenever you would appear mysteriously, inthis garb or that.' She regarded him with seriousness underneathher light warmth. 'But for each curious garb there wasa story, a mission in which you endured danger and pain.'

Arakasi said, 'A girl died.'

 

Mara said, 'Who was she?'

 

'The sister to another.' He hesitated, painfully unsure ofhimself.

 

'She is important to you, this other girl?'

 

Arakasi stared at the green sky above the garden,inwardly recalling a face that seemed to shift from thatof a taunting courtesan to a dying, frightened girl's. 'I don't

know. I have never known anyone like her.' ;

Mara was silent a moment. 'I have said that I admiredyou the most among those in my service.' Her eyes lookedinto his. 'But of my closest officers, you have always seemedthe least in need of affection.'

 

Arakasi sighed. 'In truth, my Lady, I also thought myselfwithout that need. Now I wonder.'

 

'You feel that the Spy Master of the Acoma cannot affordfriendships?'

 

Arakasi emphatically shook his head. 'No, he cannot,which leaves us with a problem.'

 

'How much of a problem?' she asked.

 

Arakasi rose, as if giving rein to restlessness might easehis turmoil. 'The only man I would trust to have the skillto keep you safe in my place is, unfortunately, the one whois trying to destroy you.'

 

Mara looked up at him, a spark of humor in her eyes.'Chumaka of the Anasati?'

Arakasi nodded. 'I must continue to seek out his agentsand destroy them.'

 

'What of this unfinished matter of the tong?'

 

Arakasi saw at a glance that she would have all the tale,so he told her of his trip to the South that had led to thedeath of the Obajan. He mentioned the risk the courtesanKamlio posed to them. 'As long as the tong holds out anyhope of regaining their journal, its assassins will tortureand kill anyone they suspect of having information. Onlyafter their honor is compromised publicly will they beginto wither and die.

 

'That scroll is the only means they have of ascertainingwho they are contracted to kill. Once it is learned thatthe journal has been stolen, any man may claim the tongowes him a death, and they have no way to prove him aliar. More, it is their natami, and its absence shows thatTurakamu no longer looks upon their efforts with favor.'

Arakasi tucked his fingers in his sash. He paused as ifchoosing words, then said, 'Once you have reviewed therecords to your satisfaction, I will insure that every rumormongerin the Holy City is aware of the theft. As wordspreads, the tong will disburse like smoke.'

 

Mara once again was not diverted from the underlyingissue. 'This courtesan. She's the one who has. . causedsuch a change in you?'

 

Arakasi's eyes betrayed confusion. 'Perhaps. Or perhapsshe is but a symptom of it. Either way, she is . . . a danger toyour safety. Out of prudence, she should be . . . silenced.'

Mara observed her Spy Master's posture and manner,then made a judgment. 'Go and save her from the tong,'she ordered. 'Silence her by bringing her under Acomaprotection.'

 

'It will require a great deal of money, mistress.' Hisvoicing a practical concern barely hid his relief and embarrassment.'More than you have asked for before?' she said with -]mock alarm. Arakasi had been her most expensive retainerover the years, and the lavish provisions she had allowedhim had earned her many a scolding from Jican.

'This is not something I do on behalf of the Acoma,' herevealed, an implied plea that somehow won past his ironcontrol. He was not the sure servant, but a supplicant.Only once before had Mara seen him like this, when hehad thought himself a failure and begged her permissionto take his own life with the sword. She arose and grippedhis hand tightly. 'If you do this for yourself, you act also forthe Acoma. That is my will. Jican is inside. He will providewhatever funds you need.'

 

Arakasi started to speak, but found no words. So hesimply bowed and said, 'Mistress.'

 

She watched him depart, and as he entered her apartmentin the palace, she beckoned to a servant hovering in thedoorway. She needed a cool, soothing drink. As the maidcame to attend her, Mara pondered upon the consequencesof countermanding Arakasi's judgment. She took a risk,encouraging him to spare the courtesan. Then, she thoughtwith a bitterness left over from past losses, what would thefuture bring for any of them if she made no allowance formatters of the heart?

 

Light shone through the dome. It caught like fire onthe golden throne, and cast triangular dapples acrossthe pyramidal dais. Twenty levels down, it warmed themarble floors and flashed on the rail where the supplicantscame and knelt for audience with the Light of Heaven.Despite the small slave boys swishing plumed fans, theEmperor's throne room was airless. Officials swelteredunder their finery, and the younger of the two present,Lord Hoppara, sat still. It was too hot even to fidget. Theelderly Lord Frasai reclined upon his cushion, now andagain nodding under his ceremonial helm, as if he foughtoff sleep.

 

The five priests in attendance murmured, and tended theircensers, adding the reek of incense to the already stiflingatmosphere.

 

On the golden throne, weighed down beneath layers offine mantles, and the massive plumed crown of the Empire,Ichindar looked too worn and thin for a man in his latethirties. The day had been fraught with tense decisions,and the session was not over. Once weekly, the Emperorheld a Day of Appeals, when, from dawn to sunset, he wasavailable to his people. He must sit in his chair of state, andgive judgments for as long as supplicants should appear,until the hour of sundown, when the priests sang theirevening invocations. Once, when a Warlord had held officeover the Council, the Day of Appeals had been ceremonial.Beggars, low priests, commoners with petty grievances thesehad gathered to hear the wisdom of a ruler whoshared mystery with their gods. Ichindar often had nappedin his chair while the priests acted as his voice, dispensingalms or advice as their gods allowed in righteousness.

Since then the nature of the Day of Appeals had changed.The supplicants who came to beg audience were oftennobles, and many times enemies, seeking to weaken, extort,or break the imperial rule over the Nations. Now, Ichindarsat rigid on the golden throne and played the deadly Gameof the Council, in words, in judgments, in the knowledgethat the stakes were often his own supremacy. Sundownalways found him exhausted, and many days he could notbe trusted to recall the name of the consort selected thatweek to share his bed.

 

Today he dared not bend his head more than a fraction,lest the weight of his crown of state bow his neck. He flickedfingernails dusted with gilt toward the woman who sat onthe white-and-gold cushion at his feet.
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'Lady, you should not be here, but resting in the coolgardens by the singing fountains.'

 

Heavily pregnant, and tired enough that her skin lookedtransparent, Mara dredged up a smile. 'If you try tocommand me, I'll spoil your image of authority by refusingto leave.'

 

Ichindar muffled a chuckle behind one wing of hispearl-crusted collar. 'You would, too, you insufferablywillful woman. When I named you Servant of the Empire,I created a monster.'

 

Mara's smile vanished as she inclined her head towardthe floor below, where the next supplicant approached andmade his bow. Her eyes turned hard as precious metal, andthe hand on her lap fan clenched white.

 

Ichindar followed her glance, and muttered what mighthave been a profanity under his breath. One of the prieststwitched around in annoyance, then quickly faced frontas the voice of the Emperor rang out through the domedchamber of audience.

 

'Lord Jiro of the Anasati, know that you have the ear ofthe gods through our ear. Heaven will hear your plea, andwe will answer. Rise. You have leave to speak.'

The slight snap to the consonants warned of Ichindar'sirritation. His hazel eyes were chilly as he watched theAnasati Lord straighten up from his obeisance and standat the rail, his avid, scholar's gaze trained intently uponthe golden throne, and also the woman who sat before it,at the Emperor's feet. Jiro bowed. Although he observed theforms of courtesy, his graceful delivery somehow managedto mock.

 

'The imperial dais holds company today,' he opened,shifting to Mara. 'Good day, Lady of the Acoma, Servantof the Empire.' His lips thinned in what a friend might haveconstrued for a smile. An enemy knew better.

 

Mara felt a chill chase across her skin. Never before
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had a pregnancy made her feel helpless; now, under Jiro'spredatory regard, she felt her clumsy heaviness, and thatunnerved her. Still, she did not lose control and allow herselfto be baited.

 

Ichindar's voice cracked across the interval that followed,as Acoma Lady and Anasati Lord matched stares. Slenderand worn as the Emperor was, his authority was real, apalpable air of force even in that enormous chamber. 'Ifyou have come to us as supplicant, Lord Jiro, you will notwaste our time in idle social that.'

 

Ever the smooth courtier, Jiro waved aside the reprimandwith a flash of gold; he wore metal rings, his one affectationto flaunt his wealth. The rest of his attire was plain. 'But mySovereign,' he protested in gentle familiarity, 'I do come assupplicant. And my reason, I must admit, is a social one.'

Mara resisted an urge to shift uneasily on her cushion.What could Jiro have on his mind? His informal tone wasitself an insult to the Light of Heaven, but not one that couldbe noted without setting shame upon Ichindar's dignity. Toreact to Jiro's presumption was to give weight to him as aman. No one who sat on a god's throne could acknowledgeso petty a slight.

 

The Light of Heaven maintained a frosty silence throughthe minute that Jiro stood with his brows suggestivelyraised. The subject under discussion would have to bepursued by the Anasati, were it to continue.

 

Jiro tilted his head, as if he only then recalled his truepurpose. His face very subtly leered, and one eyelid droopedsuggestively toward a wink. 'I came because I have heard

many rumors concerning your daughter Jehilia's famedbeauty. I ask a boon, my Sovereign: that you share yourjoy in her with your people. I ask to be presented to her.'

Mara reined back a burst of fury. Jehilia was but a girl,barely ten, and not yet come into her womanhood. Shewas not a woman of the Reed Life, to be gawked at by
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men who were not relatives! She was certainly too youngfor courtship, or even for the suggestion that she should beentertaining suitors. Jiro's subtleties were twisted and deep,that he should come here and dare such a thought in public.The ramifications were endless, not least the implied slightto the Light of Heaven's manhood. Without sons, he mustsecure the imperial line through his daughter's marriage, buthow presumptuous the Anasati Lord was to imply credenceto the gossip of the streets, that the Emperor would haveno son, and that the ninety-second crowned head of theNations would be the man who won Jehilia's hand.

But angry words could not be spoken; Mara clamped herteeth, aware of Ichindar's advisers standing red-faced withfury to the sides. Made sensitive to her own vulnerability,she was mindful that the three priests on the pyramid daiswere affronted, but powerless to intervene. Lord Hopparahad taken a stranglehold on the place at his sash wherea sword should hang, were weapons not forbidden in thepresence of his Emperor. As father of the girl, Ichindar satstone-still. The jewels on his mantle were frozen sparks, as

if he had restrained himself from breathing. .

For a long, tense interval, nothing stirred in the grandaudience hall.

 

With unprecedented audacity, Jiro ventured a lazy-voicedaddendum to his petition. 'I have done some interestingreading recently. You do know, my Sovereign, that beforeyour reign, seven imperial daughters were presented onor before their tenth birthday. I can tell you names, ifyou like.'

 

Mara knew this was a second slap against a man whoseoffice had once revolved around memorisation of his familypedigree and other issues of religious context that hadnothing to do with rulership. Ichindar would know ofthose seven girls, if not the mitigating circumstances ofhistory that had forced their public presentation before
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puberty. And his office was much more, now, than religiousceremony alone.

 

The sun shone hot on the topaz and marble floors, andthe Imperial Guards stood like statues. Then, with icydeliberation, Ichindar set his clenched fists on the armsof the golden throne. Anger stiffened his face like a cameoagainst the mantling weight of his collars. Yet his voice wascontrolled to its usual regal pitch when he deigned to give

answes

 

'My Lord of the Anasati,' he said, precise consonantsechoing off the high dome overhead, 'it would please usbetter to present to you our son, when the gods chooseto bless us with an heir. As to our daughter Jehilia, if theLord of the Anasati enjoys paying heed to the gossip of hernurses, who boast that every infant they dote upon is blessedwith extraordinary beauty, then we grant permission for aportrait to be made by one of the artists we patronise, andto be sent to the Anasati estates. This is our will.'

The traditional phrase rang into silence. Ichindar wasnot the figurehead his forebears had been but an Emperorfighting to retain his authority. Mara sat back, limp withrelief; his handling of Jiro's aggression had been exemplary.A portrait of a child! Ichindar had neatly taken the bladeout of the dilemma. But, sadly, the greater issue remained.Jiro had dared to be first to voice the thought thatJehilia would become a husband's path to the goldenthrone. She would not remain a pretty royal child formuch longer, but would become a hotly contested prizein the Great Game. Once a girl torn wholesale fromthe Goddess Lashima's order into the throes of theEmpire's bloody politics, Mara felt her heart go out tothe child.

 

Ichindar's hold upon the reins of rulership would slipon the day his eldest daughter married. Unless he couldconceive a male heir, the traditionalists would use Jehilia
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as a powerful means to undermine him, especially if herhusband was a well-placed, powerful noble.

 

On the floor below, at the supplicants' rail, Jiro crossedboth arms over his breast in the time-honored imperialsalute. He bowed before the Emperor's honor guard, andarose, smiling. 'I thank my Sovereign Lord. A portrait ofJehilia to hang upon my chamber wall would be verypleasing indeed.'

 

The dig was petty; Jiro had not quite dared to say'bedchamber wall,' Mara noted with vindictiveness. Butthat he had stooped to so mean a comment in publichearing demonstrated his contempt for the man who satupon the golden throne. And Mara realised, with a stabof intuition, that Jiro would not have been quite so vicioushad she not been present. The taunt to Ichindar had beenintended to goad her as well.

 

'I fear this day I have not been a benefit to you,' shemurmured as the great doors boomed closed behind theLord of the Anasati.

 

Ichindar started to reach out to her in sympathy, recalledhis formal audience, and restrained himself before anadviser needed to step forth and intervene. 'My Lady,you are wrong,' he murmured back. His hair clung tohis forehead, too damp with perspiration to be stirred bythe fan boys' efforts, and his fists had not loosened on histhrone arms. 'Had you not been present, strong as rockat my feet, I surely would have lost my poise!' He endedwith a viciousness he had kept back from the enemy whohad angered him. 'It is a very unscrupulous man who willstoop to attack through a father's love for his child.'

Mara said nothing. She had known many such unscrupulousmen. Her memory fumed poignantly to two murderedchildren, a boy and a girl both under five years of age - thechildren of the late Minwanabi Lord - who died as a directresult of her actions. Her hand rested upon the mound of
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her belly, over the swell of her unborn child. She clenchedher teeth in resolve. She had lost a son, and another childby Hokanu she had never had the chance to know. Againshe swore that the deaths of all of the young ones must notbe for nothing. She would die and the Acoma name be asdust before the wrath of the Assembly of Magicians beforeshe let Jiro reinstate the Warlord's office, and bring backthe unconscionable bloody conflicts that had comprised theGame of the Council in the name of honor.

 

Now that the first steps toward change had been taken,she was determined not to give back old ground.

Her eyes and Ichindar's met, as if the thought had beenspoken aloud between them. Then the doors opened, andthe imperial herald announced the next supplicant.

It seemed a long time until sundown.

 

Hokanu stripped off his sweaty leather riding gloves.'Where is she?' he demanded of the white-clad personagethat stood blocking the doorway.

 

But the immensely fat servant did not budge. His gleaming,moon-round face went stiff with displeasure at theShinzawai Lord's poor etiquette, in showing such unseemlyhaste. The imperial hadonra was a man attentive to nuance,and he ran the vast complex of the Emperor's privateapartments in the palace with unflinching, cold-heartedproficiency. Moths did not infest the imperial closets, theservants went about their duties like oiled clockwork, andanxious husbands did not disrupt the hadonra's morninground of inspection with commands better suited to thebattlefield.

 

Fixed squarely in the vestibule's entryway, the huge manfolded meaty forearms. 'You may not pass at this time,

my Lord.'

 

Hokanu restrained himself from a pointed comment.'My wife, I was told, went into labor two days ago. I have

360 Mistress of the Empire

 

been riding on horseback at speed from my estates beyondSilmani since then, and have not slept. I will know if mywife is safe and well, and whether my heir was born whole,if you will kindly let me pass through to her apartment.'

The imperial hadonra curled his lip. The redolence of thebarbaric creatures that permeated Hokanu's presence wasan offence. No matter how powerful the Lord, no matterthat he was a staunch supporter of the Light of Heaven, hestank of his horseflesh, and he should have bathed beforemaking an appearance in these hallways. 'You may notpass,' said the servant, unperturbed. 'The Emperor hascommanded a performance of sobatu for this morning.' Hereferred to a form of classic opera, in the grand high style,of which only ten had been-composed. Then, as if Hokanuwere not educated, and the son of a preeminent house,the servant added, 'The Imperial Shalotobaku Troupe areusing the chambers beyond for their dressing, and as Ineed not remind you, none may lay eyes upon them butthe Emperor's immediate family.'

 

Hokanu bit back his irritation. Too hurried and too proudto argue over nuances of genealogy with a servant when hehad yet to know the status of his family, he held himselfrigid lest he reach out of rage for his sword and resort tothreats. 'Then, good and faithful servant, you will do yourduty by the Emperor's players and show me another wayaround the wing that they are using.'

 

The hadonra dug in his toes, and jerked his larded chinup another notch. 'I may not leave, my Lord. It is my dutyto watch this doorway, and see that no one passes who isnot of the royal blood.'

 

The comment was more than an anxious father's patiencecould stand. Hokanu bowed at the waist as if in accordwith the hadonra's pompous adherence to etiquette. Then,without warning, he charged forward. His leanly muscledshoulder drove hard into the fat servant's belly. There wasan explosion of air, and a grunt. Then the imperial hadonrafolded like a fish and dropped, deprived of wind to givevoice to his outrage.

 

Hokanu was beyond hearing in any case, having brokeninto a run the instant he gained access to the vestibule.Two nights and a day spent on horseback had not stiffenedhim to the point where he could not command his body.He dashed through a bustle of men in bright costumes,some wearing the provocative robes of courtesans, and allwithout exception painted with layers of gaudy makeup. Heleaped over the humped back of a saganjan, the beast out oflegend that past Tsurani heroes fought; the masked headturned to watch him go, while an inattentive midsectionwas jerked into an ungainly trip. The player dressed asthe forelimbs twisted to stop disaster, while the bellysection behind him stepped in the opposite direction. Theconcoction staggered, and a moment later the whole lengthwent down in a muddle of kicking legs, and curses muMedunder scales sewn of fabric and leather.

 

Unmindful that he had downed a dragon, Hokanu forgedahead, through a gaggle of girl vocalists wearing little butfeathers. Plumage unmoored by his passage drifted influrries in his wake. He ducked a wooden swnr~d tied withstreamers, and sidestepped a lacquer-masked karagabuge,which reached out dwarf hands and tried to trip him.

He cursed, and avoided stepping upon what looked likeone of the imperial daughters, sucking her knuckles, andstaring at the surrounding panoply with huge, three-yearoldeyes. She spotted Hokanu, remembered him for theman who had amused her with stories of monsters, andobligingly shouted his name.

 

Some mornings, Hokanu concluded, the God of Trickshad a man's measure, and no act of appeasement couldbring respite, one bad moment leading to the next without

letup. He was going to have to pay a stiff fee to compensate
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the honor of the imperial hadonra; not to mention whateverextortionate worth could be set upon the bruised dignity ofa saganjan. He was red from embarrassment, and stinkingof sweat as well as horse, by the time he left the chaos ofthe opera troupe behind and gained access to the corridorthat led to his Lady's quarters within the Imperial Palace.

Outside the ornately carved screen that led to thewomen's chambers he met Misa, Mara's personal maid.Unable to contain his anxiety, he blurted, 'How is she?'

The maid gave him back a brilliant smile. 'Oh, my Lord!You will be proud. They are both doing well, and she isbeautiful.'

 

'Of course she is beautiful,' Hokanu said, stupid withrelief and loosened nerves. 'I married her, didn't I?'

And he never thought to pause or question Misa'sexplosion of giggles as he hurried on, into a chamberfilled with sunlight and breeze, and with the gentle songof a fountain in the gardens outside. There he felt hisunwashed state most sorely, as he skidded to a stop onthe waxed floor in the longed-for presence of his wife.

She sat on embroidered cushions, her newly slender bodyrobed loosely in white. Her hair was unbound, her headbent, and a smile of rapture curved her lips as she raisedher face and saw her husband restored to her. And yes,another white-wrapped bundle kicked in her arms, withdark eyes like hers, and rosebud lips, and swaddling ties ofShinzawai blue: his own blood heir by the Lady he loved.

'My Lord,' said Mara in delight. 'Welcome back. Let mepresent to you your daughter and your heir, whom I wouldcall Kasuma after your brother.'

 

Hokanu's excited step forward checked in mid-stride.'Kasuma,' he said, sharper than he intended, but surprisemade him clumsy. 'But that's a girl's-' He stumbled to astop, comprehending. 'A girl?'

 

Mara nodded, her eyes dancing with happiness. 'Here.'
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She raised the little bundle, which made a sound ofcontentment. 'Take her, and let her know her father.'

Stunned, he stared unmoving at the infant. 'A daughter.'The words would not sink in. He could only stand in muteshock, caught in outrage that the gods should be so cruel,that Mara be allowed only one child, and that he shouldbe deprived of the son he needed to continue the greatnessof his house.

 

Mara saw his confusion, and her smile died. The babein her arms waved in abandon, making her difficult tosupport in an extended position; yet still Hokanu madeno move to accept her warm weight in his arms. 'What'swrong?' Mara asked, distress creeping into her voice. Shewas still weary from childbirth, and unable to fully masterher poise. 'Do you think she is ugly? Her face will be lessred and wrinkled in a few more days.'

 

Helpless, cut by his wife's growing distress, and by hisown hard knot of rage that fate should be so unkind,Hokanu shook his head. 'She is not ugly, my beloved Lady.I have seen newborns before.'

 

Still holding the baby out toward the father, Marastiffened with the beginnings of outrage. Baffled by herhusband's distance, she flared, 'Then this one displeasesyou, my Lord?'

 

'Oh, gods,' Hokanu burst out, annoyed with himselffor losing all vestige of tact, but unable to rein back hisdisappointment. 'She is very lovely, Mara, but I wish shecould have been a son! I need a strong heir so very badly.'

Now Mara's eyes flashed hurt, which slowly turned toanger. She withdrew her upraised arms, clutched littleKasuma to her breast, and stiffened in regal affront.Coldly she asked, 'Do you imply that a woman cannotassume the mantle of a great house, and make the name ofher ancestors prosper? Do you think House Acoma couldhave been led to greater glories by a man? How dare
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you, Hokanu! How dare you presume that our daughtershould become any less than I have! She is not deformedor stupid! She will have our guidance in her upbringing!She will embody Shinzawai honor, no less, and she doesnot need to be any swaggering boy child to find her wayto the greatness that is her destiny!'

 

Hokanu raised opened hands. He sat down heavily on ahandy cushion, confused, tired, and heartsick with disappointmentthat he lacked the ability to convey. He wantedwhat he had lost in Ayaki and Justin: the comradeship ofshowing a boy the warrior's path and a ruler's perceptionsand guile. He needed the heart bond he had lost with hisbrother, gone to the barbarian world; and the man's lovehe had known for his father, lately departed to Turakamu'shalls. He could never have back those ties to family, but hehad yearned to pass on their heritage after him to a son.'You don't understand,' he said softly.

 

'What don't I understand!' Mara cried back. She wasvery near to weeping. 'Here is your daughter, from mybody. What more do you need in an heir?'

 

'there,' said Hokanu. 'Mare, please, I have been thoughtless.Of course I can love Kasuma.' He responded to the hurtbehind his wife's anger and reached out in comfort.

'Don't touch me!' Mara burst out, flinching away. 'Touchyour little girl, and bid her welcome.'

 

Hokanu shut his eyes. Inwardly he berated himself thathis normally sharp perception should have deserted him inthis most critical of moments. Better the saganjan had fallenon him, or the imperial hadonra had prevailed, than to haveburst into Mara's chambers and made such a botch of hisgreeting. He reached out, gathered the swaddled infantfrom his wife's stiff arms, and cradled her. His heart didwarm to Kasuma's energetic thrashing. The little pink lipspuckered, and the eyes opened to show him bright jet jewelsin a wrinkled red face. She was delightful, and beautiful, and

..~

 

;

 

.
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indeed his heir; but she could not reverse his disappointmentthat she had not been born a boy.

 

Hokanu considered his alternatives, since Mara couldhave no more issue. He could take a mistress, or a courtesan,and get a son for the Shinzawai. But the thought of anotherwoman in his bed made him ache in fierce rejection. No,he did not wish to have women about for breeding. MostLords would not blink at that choice, but Hokanu foundthe thought repugnant.

 

He looked up to find Mara weeping. 'My wife,' he saidsoftly, 'you have given me a perfect child. I had no rightto be clumsy and spoil what should have been a joyousmoment.'

 

Mara choked back a sob. After weeks in the ImperialPalace, attending the Emperor's councils, and standing ashis right-hand adviser, she was aware of the factions thatsought to undermine the authority of the golden throne.She felt the tides of politics churning to upset new change,and to bring back the older, bloodier order of the Warlord'soffice. Like a blade against her neck, she sensed how nearthe Nations were to outright civil conflict. Now more thanat any other time, they needed to present a solid front tothe factions that favored traditionalist rule. ~

'Kasuma is part of the new order,' she said to Hokanu.'She must carry the torch after us, and she will have Justin

as her brother. She will lead armies, if she must, just ashe will strive to maintain peace without force of arms thatwill be needful to build a better future.'

 

Hokanu shared that dream. 'I know that, beloved.I agree.'

 

But he could not entirely shut off his grief, and hisdisappointment that his dreams would not be shaped bya boy who could share his love of rough sports.

Mara sensed the half-truth behind his tone. She hardened,visibly, as she took her child back, her hands stroking the
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blanket that covered little Kasuma. The fact that Hokanucould not embrace the concept of his firstborn as heir wasnot a thing she could readily forgive, unaware as she wasthat the priest of Hantukama had imparted the fact thatshe would have no other children.

 

That bit of information Hokanu kept to himself, althoughhe knew that to break his silence would bring Mara'simmediate understanding. Looking at her, realising thather cheeks were hollow, and her face aged with worry afterher stay within the Imperial Palace, he decided that theslight estrangement in their relationship would repair itself,over time; but the grief that knowledge of her barrennesswould impart might never leave her, life long. Let her clingto hope, he decided, his gaze upon her and his newborndaughter grown fond, but distant. 'We will all manage,'he mused, unaware he was thinking aloud. Then, mindfulof the Great One Fumita's warning, he added, 'Thank thegods, though, that the Shinzawai have no cause against Jiroof the Anasati. That would make a complication that noneof us could afford.'

 

Mara was looking at him strangely. Her preoccupationwith her infant was eclipsed by an unpleasant recollection,Hokanu saw as he looked across the sunny chamber, andfully interpreted her expression. 'What is it, my love?'he asked.

 

Her former hurt was not forgotten, but only placed inabeyance, for she answered sharply. 'ill news. Arakasicompleted his mission against the Obajan of the HamoiTong, and he brought that.'

 

She inclined toward the journal that lay upon a sidetable. Hokanu moved to inspect it. The writing was in aheavy black hand, and the words appeared to be in cipher.Hokanu was on the point of inquiring where the journalhad come from, and what was its significance, when henoticed the water mark on the parchment that showed in
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slight relief where the sunlight struck it. The configurationof the pattern shaped the flower of the Hamoi Tong, andthe scroll, with its ugly inked lines, could only be the recordroll of purchased assassinations.

 

Aware still, and piercingly, of his wife's gaze upon him,the Lord of the Shinzawai said, 'What is it?'

 

Mara took a deep breath. 'Beloved, I am sorry. Yourfather had enemies, many of them. His death was not dueto old age, or natural causes, but to an obscure poisondelivered by a needle dart while he slept. Your father'sdeath was executed by a tong assassin, paid for by Jiroof the Anasati.'

 

Hokanu's expression went wooden, the flesh over hisskull taut as a drumhead with shock. 'No,' he murmuredin disbelief, yet aware of the truth of Mara's statement. Heconsidered Fumita's warning at the funeral in a fresh light,and knew that his blood father, a magician, had somehowknown of the tong's intervention in the natural order.Grief pierced him afresh, that Kamatsu's days had beenshortened, that a wise and perceptive old man had beenstolen away from his last days under sunlight.

It was outrage! An insult to honor! A Kanazawai Lordhad been sent prematurely to the halls of the Red God,and warning or not, Assembly or not, Jiro of the Anasatimust answer for the offence. Family honor and clan honordemanded a death to right the balance.

 

'Where is Arakasi?'Hokanu said harshly. 'I would speakto him.'

 

Mara shook her head sadly. 'He delivered the scroll andbroke the cipher, so that we could read its secrets. Then herequested a leave from duty, a matter of personal honor.'Mara did not mention the sum of money he had requestedof her, or that the reason involved a young woman. 'Hiscoup against the Obajan was a brave and risky deed. He didwell to survive. I granted his request.' She frowned slightly,
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recalling the interview, and her thought then that he wouldnever have asked her a boon at so precarious a time hadthe confusion in his heart not been compelling. 'He willreport back to us when he can,' Mara concluded. Nonehad been more aware than the Spy Master of the explosivepotential of the contents of the tong's record scroll. Morethan Kamatsu's death had been listed; and there were otherassassinations as yet incomplete on the rolls, alongside themonetary payments made by the Lords who wished rivalsor enemies dead.

 

Assassination in any form was a dishonor, both to thevictim and, if the truth were found out, to the family whopaid for the deed. The scroll recovered by Arakasicontained enough sensitive information to plunge theEmpire into a chaos of feuding families, all vengeancebent, as Hokanu was.

 

But that Kamatsu should have died by an assassin's dartwas an outrage she could not let pass. Her words werehard as barbarian iron as she said, 'My husband, we haveno choice. A way must be found to evade the Assembly'sedict and bring down Lord Jiro of the Anasati.'

'For Ayaki's sake also,' Hokanu broke in. Never wouldhe forget the sight of the boy's dying, with the huge blackgelding broken with him.

 

'No.' Mara's word held gentle regret. 'For Ayaki we havealready paid.' And, tears in her eyes, she told Hokanu ofthe Obajan's personal feud with House Acoma, broughtabout by a forgery of Arakasi's that had caused fiveMinwanabi servants to be put to death, to end a pastthreat of enemy spying. 'The tong took offense at theAcoma,' she finished. 'It acted on its own initiative toend my line, operating beyond the scope of the contractagreed to with Tasaio of the Minwanabi.' Her last sentencecame bitterly. 'They failed. The Obajan is dead, fittingly, byArakasi's own hand.'

 

Revelation

 

369

 

Hokanu stared at her, hard as flint with her motherhoodforgotten in the face of dark thoughts and bloody politics.Kasuma fretted at the lack of attention, her face screwed upin the beginnings of a loud cry. 'My wife,' he said, saddened,and angered, and frustrated by the injustices of life, 'let usgo home.'

 

His heart went out to her as her eyes turned to him, liquidwith unshed tears. 'Yes,' she said. 'Let us go home.'

But it was not of the beautiful lakeside estate that shethought as she said the word, but of the wide pasturelandestate where she had grown from childhood. Suddenly,strongly, irresistibly, she wished to return to the landsof her family. She wanted familiar surroundings, and thememories of her own father's love, and a time before shehad first tasted the heady wine of power and rule. Maybeon the land of her birth she could come to terms with theheartache and her fears for the futures of both HouseAcoma and House Shinzawai.

 

,

 

15
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Mara sighed.

 

Hot, tired and discouraged after her journey to theoriginal Acoma estates, she found relief from the noonsun in the cho-ja tunnels, a nearly forgotten haven. Hermarriage to Hokanu and the close-knit rapport sharedbetween them had come to replace her need for suchsolace. But before that, in her early years as Ruling Lady,the spice-scented dimness of the underground passageways,with their scurrying workers, had provided a sense ofprotection when seemingly insurmountable dangers hadoppressed her on all sides.

 

Yet her perils then had been from the plots of humanfoes. Overwhelming as her straits had seemed, unpleasantas her first marriage to an Anasati son had been at thetime, she could not have imagined the trials that wouldbeset her this day. Physical abuses had been replaced bywounds of the spirit, a betrayal by the only man who trulyunderstood her heart. Whatever underhanded injury Jiro ofthe Anasati might contrive in the future, her true enemieswere the magicians, who might on a whim annihilate theAcoma name, even to memory of its existence. And it wastheir edicts that sheltered Jiro as he plotted.

Kamatsu's murder had left a hard knot of rage inMara's chest. Fears that must never be spoken of forTsurani and house pride caused a constant grinding ofteeth. Mara had felt this way before as she faced enemies,but never over so long a period, and never for stakes sohigh. All that she loved was in jeopardy. Since Ayaki'sloss, stress had become familiar to the point where shehad forgotten what it was to sleep and dream withoutnightmares.

 

The subterranean dimness shielded her. Isolated withinher own silence, but not alone, she relaxed as her littermoved deeper into the familiar tunnels of the hive. Herbearers jostled past the bustling cho-ja, surrounded bythe high-pitched commands of soldiers, and the clashingring of chitinous forearms as patrol leaders slapped theirmidsection in salute to her retinue. Knowing her surceasewas only temporary, Mara surrendered to the illusion ofrelief. For a space, she felt restored to past days when herresponsibilities and her heartaches had been few. Her innerbarriers loosened and moisture gathered in her eyes. Shebit her lip, but did not blot away her tears. In the cho-jahive, scantily lit by the violet-blue glow of light globes, herweakness would pass unnoticed. The worry, the frustration,the daily ache of her helplessness to redress the wrongsdone her family by the Anasati, combined to oppress her.She could deny her emotions no longer. The death of twochildren, the break in rapport with her husband and closestconfidant, threatened to overwhelm her.

 

The years when Mara had grown in confidence and abilityto control any situation seemed empty. Her' emergenceto dominance in the time-honored Game of the Councilbecame a false achievement, the edict of the Assembly at astroke preventing the established ways of avenging wrongsagainst honor. Politics and intrigues had taken a turn downnontraditional paths. The advantage that Mara had alwaysenjoyed, a willingness to break with convention, was nowlost to her, as every Ruling Lord in the Empire scrambledto contrive new means to dominate ancient rivals.

The old ways had all been upset.

 

Even the destruction of the Hamoi Tong, and the dearknowledge of where Jiro's true culpability lay, brought littlerelief. For although one menace to the Acoma had been
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ended, the Great Ones yet prevented her from avenging adeep insult to honor.

 

Mara's return trip by river barge to the homelands ofher ancestors had been a stopgap effort to set hurt andconfusion at bay because, in truth, she had no sane placeto seek solutions to the dilemmas that beset her.

Mara dosed her eyes, rocked by the slight sway as herbearers wended their way downward into the tunnels. Theair here was warmer, thick with the alien scents of thehive. Light globes were spaced at wider intervals, andthe throngs of scurrying workers thinned. The tramp ofhumans' sandals became more prevalent than the click ofchitinous claws. Mara knew her retinue must be nearingthe Queen's cavern. But the route was no longer entirelyfamiliar. Since, her last visit, walls and arches that had beenroughly hewn were now polished smooth, or carved andoverhung with richly dyed hangings. If the arrangement ofcolors and tassels was unusual to human eyes, the effectwas prosperous. The differences here seemed strangely atodds with impressions like untouched memory. But for thesilver hair beginning to show at her temples, Mara mighthave been revisiting her girlhood. The house where shehad played as a child, where she had first married andgiven birth, and acquired her taste for power, had initiallyappeared the same - until she remembered with a hollowstab to her stomach that silence ruled where once a youngson had run roistering through the corridors.

 

She had felt a pang of loneliness. Ayaki was not the onlyloved one lost to her. The all too familiar surroundingsbrought heartache along with solace. By the gods, how shelonged to see Nacoya, her onetime nurse and First Adviser,whose scolding and sage advice had more often than notaverted disaster. Another trail of tears seeped from Mara'seyes as she thought of her red-haired barbarian, Kevinof Zun, who had taught her the meaning of love and
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womanhood in the kekali gardens here. Although Kevinhad often infuriated her with his headstrong, mannerlessways, and Nacoya's fussy proprieties had sometimes beena hindrance, she missed them both. The understanding shehad shared with Hokanu, which had grown to replace thoselost relationships, had seemed a bastion of infallibility, untilnow. A shadow lay between them since his misgivingsover the birth of his daughter. Still angry with him, Mararubbed her cheeks on her fine silk cuffs. The fabric wouldwater-stain, but she did not care! It-had taken the nearobliteration of her line to make Hokanu see her need toname Justin as Acoma heir. That she had needed to sufferthe loss of their firstborn infant to convince him had causedless pain than this!

 

Now Hokanu's incomprehensible reluctance to acceptKasuma as Shinzawai firstborn was building another wallbetween them. A son, and only a son, would satisfy him, soit seemed. As if she could not bear a boy child in the future,Mara raged bitterly; or as if he were not free to exercisehis right as Ruling Lord to lie with a dozen concubines togive him issue. No, the message behind his behavior washurtfully clear: what he could accept in his wife he foundunimaginable in a daughter, that a woman could be worthyof ruling a great house. ~ ~

 

As she had so many times in the past when disheartenedby despair, Mara had entered the cho-ja tunnels seeking analien perspective, a different point of view that could giverise to new ideas.

 

A light touch roused Mara from reminiscence; Lujannodded ahead, reminding that her retinue had reached thechamber of the Queen.

 

As her litter was borne through the final arch, with itssquatting rows of sentries so still they might have beenpolished black statues, Mara composed herself. Enteringthe huge cavern, she used an old, silent meditation chant
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to shed her smoldering resentment. when at last her bearerslowered her town before the grand dais, she had recoveredher proper decorum.

 

The cho-ja Queen dominated the chamber, her bulksupported by a massive pedestal of earth. Mara rememberedhow tiny the Queen had been when they had first met, faraway in the hive where she had been hatched. The delicatecreature had matured, coming to her full growth within thefirst year of her accoutrement at the Acoma estate. Now shebulked many times the size of her attendants, dwarfing eventhe largest of her warriors, with just her upper torso andhead retaining their original size. Workers scurried aroundher mammoth body, keeping her dean and comfortable, asshe produced the eggs that provided the different classesof cho-ja: warriors, workers specialised in any of a dozendifferent crafts, and, should the hive became prosperous tothe point of overcrowding, a new queen.

 

Mara gave a bow of the head, as was proper betweenequals.

 

'Greetings, Lady of the Acoma, Servant of the Empire,'said the Queen, her high-pitched tones dear over the bustleof workers in the gallery.

 

'Honors to your hive, Queen,' answered Mara as Lujanprovided a hand to guide her to the cushions waiting forher. The rapidity of cho-ja communication was still amystery to Mara; somehow the Queen always seemedto know in advance of her arrival, and as much couldbe determined, the hive ruler seemed to enjoy these visits.Mara had ceased trying to understand the cho-ja in humanterms; living with an outworld barbarian had taught herthat persistently seeing through Tsurani eyes kept her blindto refreshing insights.

 

~while Lujan oversaw the placement and dispositionof her honor guard, her servants laid out sweets andMidkemian tea for her refreshment, and also to share
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with cho-ja factors. Against Jican's pessimistic predictionsafter the poisoning by the false Midkemian trader, Marahad developed a fondness for the pungent drink. Never oneto waste an opportunity, she had overcome her personalmisfortune and had cornered the market in tea, coffee, andchocolate.

 

Once the banalities of tea-tasting and trade were concluded,the Queen tilted her head in what Mara had cometo interpret as inquiry. 'What cause brings you to us, LadyMara? The delicacies you have brought as samples couldas easily have been sent by runner.'

 

Mara floundered for a reply. Her hesitation was unusualenough that Lujan broke his warrior's formality to glanceaskance to ascertain nothing was amiss. Made aware byhis lapse that her quiet might be misinterpreted as duplicity,Mara chose honesty, though she risked appearing foolish.'I had no set purpose, beyond a need for your wisdom.'

The Queen was silent. Around her, the attendants scurriedon about their tasks. The guard warriors remainedsquatting in immobility, but Mara knew how swiftly theycould move upon command. Uneasy lest she transgresssome alien point of etiquette, she resisted an impulse tofollow up with excuses. If she should cause `,offense, andthen show weakness before cho-ja strength, she might neverescape these tunnels alive.

 

As though the Queen sensed her guest's discomfort, shesaid, 'Many of your concepts are unknowable to us, Ladyof the Acoma. This you name "wisdom" is such a thing.Your human tonalities indicate an idea handed down froma past generation to a mind of less life experience. Forgiveme, I do not wish to imply that our kind are in any waysuperior to yours, but our consciousness is not isolated. Thehive mind we share by your terms would span millennia. To

us your perspective is fleeting, tied as it is to the durationof one human life. Insomuch as we cho-ja can share a
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thing outside our understanding, we shall seek to giveour aid.'

 

Here the Queen folded her tiny, vestigial forelimbs, toindicate patience and an attitude of waiting.

 

Mara stared unseeing into the dregs of her tea. She wasaware that a cho-ja's individuality was never separatedfrom the hive mind; personal autonomy played no partin their culture, and only centuries of interaction betweenspecies had allowed the insectoids to conceptualise anysense of a human identity apart and alone from thewhole. Individuality, to hive thought, held puzzling andconflicting ironies. The concept of foolishness, of someoneacting against his own best interests or those of his family,seemed an insanity of irredeemable proportions to cho-japerspective. And without foolishness, Mara thought wryly,the process of human learning could hold no meaning; theabstract term 'wisdom' became too ephemeral for the hivemind to grasp.

 

Mara frowned, and tried afresh. 'In my brief experience,your counsel and that of other humans has taught me I livein a small world. Until recently, I thought I had some controlover that world.' She need not repeat Ayaki's fate; nor anyother event. word of the Assembly's intervention betweenherself and the Anasati had spread to the most remoteprovince of the Nations, and although the cho-ja mightnot understand all the nuances of human affairs, they heldan astute recollection of events.

 

Perhaps the hive mind sensed that the interdiction ofthe Assembly lay at the root of Mara's inquiries; certainlysomething warned them off. While the Queen customarilysat massive and unmoving, for the first time in Mara'sexperience the attendants around her went from freneticmotion to utter stillness. All activity in that vast hall ceased,though no apparent order called for silence.

 

Mara's uneasiness coalesced into fear.
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The Queen had long ago revealed that cho-ja allianceswere sold as commodities. Mara had paid lavish sums forthe loyalty of the hives on both her estates. She shiveredat the thought that the Great Ones' influence might extendeven here, and that in words or inference she might calldown their chastisement. A spell-wrought earthquake evena fraction as violent as the one that had shaken the HolyCity when the Black Robe Milamber had unleashed hismight would utterly devastate these tunnels. Arches andvaults would crumble into dust, and tons of black earthwould fall . . . Aware how her hands trembled, Mara thrustthem into her sleeves. She must not think! Only act. Andin truth, the Queen had not spoken to indicate which wayhive allegiance might lie.

 

All that could be done was wait.

 

The silence became eerie in its intensity. In time, Mara'shyperextended senses detected a faint buzzing, high-pitchedas the beat of insect wings. She wondered whether thissound might signal some sort of wide-ranging communication,then decided it indeed must, since the Queen spokewith the authority of one who had reached a decision.'Mare of the Acoma, you made a point which, if I ventureto presume, your kind might call wise. You observed thatyou live in a small world. You would do well to. redefinethe boundaries of that world, and look to other worlds thatcoexist with your own.'

 

Mara chewed her lip, thinking fast. Behind the stilted,careful etiquette of the cho-ja Queen's phrasing she sensedreluctance. Alert for hidden opportunity, Mara pressedfor more information. 'What sort of worlds should Iexamine?'

 

The workers remained frozen in postures of repose asthe Queen said, 'This world of Kelewan, firstly. You have

visited with us often, something no noble of your peoplehas ever done. Even at the dawn of the Nations, when our

378 Mistress of the Empire

 

two races forged the treaty that still binds, no Tsurani Lordtried this.'

 

Mara raised her eyebrows. No scrolls of history she hadseen ever mentioned any formal agreement between cho-jaand human. Relations between Tsurani and cho-ja weredictated by tradition, she had assumed, as were all otherfacets of her life and culture. And yet the Nations extendedback into antiquity; as the Queen so tactfully reminded,human memory was brief. 'I have never heard of this treatyyou speak of. Could you tell me more?'

 

The Queen's massive bulk held so motionless, she mighthave been a monument in black lacquer. 'That is forbidden.'

 

Astonished, Mara forgot the unearthly quiet and thefrozen attitudes of the breeding workers. Her words echoedas she blurted, 'Forbidden? By whom?'

 

'That is forbidden.'

 

Shocked back to caution by the Queen's whipcradc:inflection, Mara analysed. If she had been rude, she hatnot yet been ordered from the royal chamber. ThoughLujan's hands had whitened in alarm on his spear heft,the warriors of the Queen stayed crouched at rest. Pressedby curiosity and need to aggressive risks, Mara chanced thatthe Queen's reticence might stem from some outside source.As best she had determined, the cho-ja had no religion, nodevotion to or belief in gods and forces beyond an earthlynature. If the prohibition were not from heaven, whatremained? Tradition? Mara rejected that idea; the cho-jawere mercenary in their interactions, by human standards.Their consistency was due more to hive consensus thanto habit. A covenant of secrecy seemed unlikely, since the hiveconsciousness disallowed the very concept: privacy wasonly possible between individual minds.

 

Choosing her way carefully, Mara ventured, 'What of thecho-ja, my Queen? What is the history of your race?'
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The Queen clicked her front claws in response tosome unknowable impulse. Except for the fact that herattendants stayed lodged in place, her tone might havebeen conversational. 'We come from the Beginning, likeany race, growing and gaining knowledge. There was atime, ages gone, when we lived simply. We were one ofmany intelligences that sought our place on a rich worldand who strove at the time that man first came-'

'The Golden Bridge?' Mara interjected, trying to tie intowhat she knew of her own people's origins.

 

'So our history tells us,' said the Queen. 'Cho-ja eyes didnot witness the arrival, but one day there were no men, andthe next day a nation of refugees was encamped upon theshore near the place you name the City of the Plains.'

Barely able to hide excitement, Mara asked, 'You havetales from before the Golden Bridge?'

 

'Tales?' The Queen twitched a forelimb, as if in deprecation. 'Your word translates to imply exaggeration, orembellishment based upon imperfect recollection. Pleasetake no injury at my bluntness, but our kind need notdramatise for posterity. We remember.'

 

Mara felt her heart race. 'Do you tell me that you havethat record in the hive mind?' she said, probing carefullybecause she sensed something momentous was at issue here.'Or that you actually have recall, as if you saw with yourancestors' eyes?'

 

'We are of one mind, and one people.' At no discerniblesignal from the Queen, the breeding attendants surged backto their customary frenetic industry. 'What is experiencedby one is shared by all, save when one dies in isolation, far

from others.'

 

Relieved to be restored to a less sensitive subject, Maraconsidered the implications. She had long known thatmessages seemed to reach other hives with unbelievablespeed; but in her wildest imaginings, she had not conceived
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that such communication might be simultaneous. 'You can. . . speak with the voice of one who was there . . . ?' Hamind fought to encompass the immensity of a consciousnessthat held complete recall of the past.

 

The Queen clicked her mandibles, amused. 'We werethere, Mara. As you humans might frame the concept,I was there ... not this body, of course, or this mind;but ... we were there. What my forebears saw I knowas they knew.'

 

Mara signaled a servant to fill her teacup, forgetting thatthe water by now was cold. Lujan suppressed a grin at herabsorption. While not so nimble of wit as his mistress, hehad watched her turn obscure knowledge into advantagein the political arena too many times to discount herfancies as wim. As no man's fool, he,-too, could imaginethe profound impact of the Queen's revelation. Whateverone cho-ja saw was remembered by all cho-ja, obviouslyover centuries. Intrigued, he observed as Mara turned thediscussion once more onto sensitive ground.

 

'What of the cho-ja, since the coming of man?'

The attendants kept up their ministrations as the Queensaid, 'We were first among many, though not so numerousas now. We were forced to contest with other races, theThun, the Nummongnum, the Cha-desh, the Sunn.' Ofthose names, Mara knew only the Thun. She resisted thetemptation to sidetrack in pursuit of details. If she survivedto find means to secure her safety from the magicians, shewould have years and leisure to pursue her fascination. ~

As if the Queen sensed her guest's bent, or perhapsfrom other, more sensitive reasons, the facts she revealedremained general. 'Our warriors are bred to protect; cho jais never set against cho-ja, save in times of starvation whenone hive may contest with another so that only the mostvigorous line will continue. A hive challenge for survivalis performed without hatred; killing is not our preferrednature. But against other races we made war, for they havea different sense of their place in the worlds. Much hivelife perished needlessly, for beings came among us whowere terrible beyond intelligent law, who slew for morethan food or protection. They make war for the love ofslaughter, it seems to us then and now. They seize landthey do not need, and start battles to award themselves anessence of thought we cannot comprehend, called honor.'

The blood drained from Mara's face. 'Tsurani.'

'Humans,' the Queen amended in gentle sadness. 'Youwe see as different, Lady Mara, but the hive mind knowswell: no other race upon this world you call Kelewancould match your people for viciousness. For men willfight without reason. As your Empire grew over the years,we cho-ja strove to see all issues between us resolved, yetagain and again humans would come, seeking this diningor that, this right or that. And when we refused to grantunreasonable terms, bloodshed would follow. Many timeswe quit the contest, thinking the issue settled, only to beassaulted yet again for reasons that had no logic. In theend, we yielded.'

 

Mara tapped her fingers on her cup, watching ripplesflick across her chilled drink. 'You were forced to treaty?'

The chamber's occupants snapped to total stillness, andthe Queen's ringing tone went icy. 'That is forbidden.'

Mara's eyes widened. 'You are forbidden to speakby us?'

 

'That is forbidden.'

 

Now convinced she had not offended, but that the Queenmust be bound by some term the cho-ja could not or hadsworn not to violate, Mara let her thoughts leap ahead.'Who holds the power to silence you - the Assembly? TheEmperor?'

 

'That is forbidden.'

 

Mara unclenched her aching hand before she broke
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the fine porcelain cup. 'Forgive my curiosity. I-shall seekthat answer elsewhere.' Trembling in apprehension andfrustration, Mara tried a new thrust. 'What other worldsshould I know?'

 

The tension in the chamber did not relent. Mara held her ;breath while the Queen kept silent, the subliminal buzzingagain ringing down the tunnels. Eventually she clicked hermandibles and spoke. 'There are but two things I may tellyou without violating my trust. First, there are those who,for their own purpose, seek to oppose you, against whomyou must find protection. Hear well, for we know: therewill come a day when you must defend your Acoma againstpowers considered supreme.'

 

Mara released a pent-breath, her stomach suddenlyqueasy. She set down her teacup before her fingers, nerveless,dropped it. The only powers considered supreme inTsuranuanni were the will of heaven, and the Assembly ofMagicians. Since cho-ja adhered to no religion, the Queen'sreference could not be more fearfully plain. The Acomamust prevail against the Great Ones!

 

While Mara struggled to stay poised, the Queen continued, 'Perhaps, Lady, you might ask yourself: if otherworlds exist, where are they?'

 

Mara struggled to reason past unknowable dangers thatloomed deep as an abyss before her. 'Do you meanMidkemia beyond the rift?'

 

'You may cross there through the portal fashioned by theGreat Ones, but where is Midkemia within the cosmos?'

Mara straightened in astonishment. The last word wasone she did not understand. Every Tsurani meaning that she jknew of translated to mean 'arch of the sky,' or 'star field.'Did the cho-ja Queen imply that Midkemia was placed inthe sky with the gods? But the concept was absurd, evenlaughable! Yet Mara had learned better than to make lightof the beliefs of other cultures. A long-past war in the deserts
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of Tsubar had taught her so, as well as many a frustratingargument with her barbarian lover, Kevin. Though shetactfully kept her own counsel, her dubious surprise musthave showed to the keener perception of the cho-ja.

'Would it challenge you less to chink that worlds existin multitudes, many no farther from here than you canwalk in your lifetime?' the Queen inquired. Her attendantshad awakened again from immobility, and were once morescuttling to and fro through the curtained-off alcove thathoused the egg chambers.

 

Thrown completely off balance, Mara strove to find sensein the Queen's words. This was no mystery created byalien thought patterns; in human terms, the Queen almostseemed to be leading her in lea-ta-go, a guessing game playedbetween Tsurani children, where hints and suggestions ledtwo rivals in a race to name whatever object, or animal,or plant their opposing teams might choose. Mara decidedshe was being deliberately led around the subject the Queenhad been forbidden to speak of. After deep consideration,she said, 'I could walk many places beyond this Empire'sborders before my time came to die.'

 

'Yes.' The Queen's mandibles shifted in parody of ahuman smile. 'You could do so, certainly.'

 

Encouragement, if not direct confirmation; Mara's excitementgrew. 'The Thuril!'

 

The Queen stayed carefully noncommittal. 'There areothers. Consider the boundaries of your nations.'

Convinced now that the information she sought had beenproscribed, Mara leaned eagerly forward. 'Beyond . . .' Ofcourse! How naive she must seem! Like most Tsurani, she

considered all nations to lie under sway of the Empire, savethe lost lands to the south and the Thuril to the east. Softlyshe asked, 'Are there folk who live to the east of the ThurilConfederation?'

 

Instantly the Queen said, 'They are called the Chadana.'
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Barely able to contain her excitement, Mara whispered;'Human?'

 

'They are like unto you and the Thuril, my Lady.'

Mara glanced at Lujan, who looked as astonished as shefelt. How provincial her people were, to count themselvesand their Empire the center of all the worlds. Tsuraniphilosophy could more readily accept humans living o''another world across a rift than on other continents i'Kelewan. 'What lies beyond the lands of the Chadana?'

'An expanse of vast waters,' the Queen replied. 'They aresalt, like the Sea of Blood, and are the home of the egu.'

Mara had never seen one of the egu, the gigantic serpentsthat inhabited the depths of the oceans, but she had sailedand had heard deckhands describe fighting off the creatures'depredations with lances tipped with fire. 'Are there landsacross those" oceans?'

 

'Many nations, Lady,' the cho-ja Queen allowed. 'Asmany as the lands beyond the sea to our west.'

Amazed to the point where he forgot protocol, Lujanrisked a question. 'Why do our people not know of

these?'

 

Quickly Mara nodded in allowance of his impertinence'Why?'

 

'That is forbidden.'

 

Mara's thoughts crashed together. What was forbidden? Not the knowledge of the other nations beyondTsuranuanni, or the Queen could not have given eventhese sparse facts. Did those foreigners across the sea'have knowledge that the Black Robes deemed threatening'Mara repressed a shiver. Such thoughts were too perilous tovoice aloud, even here. She and the massive cho-ja Queen'regarded each other through a silence made tense with'frustration. If only their two species could speak plainly, somuch might be understood! Still, the unstated implication'piqued driving curiosity. Mara felt enlivened with fresh'
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hope. For while the powers of the Assembly might yet proveto be omnipotent, and her family's name become forgottento time, still she had been made aware of a larger worldbeyond the Empire. She could journey across the bordersin search of new knowledge, and perhaps find an answerto her quandary. Suddenly awakened to the hours she hadspent in the caverns underground, Mara longed to depart.If she intended to leave the Empire on a quest, subterfugewould be needed, as well as supplies and careful planning.Her enemies, particularly Jiro, must not get wind of herdeparture. And as she reviewed practicalities, it occurredto her that areas of her own culture remained for her toexplore. She could start with the temples, whose priestlyinitiates were schooled in powerful mysteries; and therewere also the practitioners of magic of the lesser path,adepts and sometimes charlatans, who had not meritedstudy in the City of the Magicians.

 

Anxious to get started, Mara prepared to end heraudience with the Queen. 'My Queen, the Goddess ofFate must have guided me here, for I have been given afresh start on my difficulties.'

 

The Queen waved a forelimb. 'We are pleased. Thoughwe yet think it odd you should journey so many milesdownriver when we were so close at hand.', r

 

Mara raised her eyebrows. 'Then the mind of thehives is also one? I could address you by speaking tothe Queen of the hive upon the lands where I nowdwell?'

 

'Always.'

 

Hopeful of a way to maintain communication whereverher journeys might lead her, Mara said, 'If I were to leavethe Empire, would I be able to consult you if I sought outthe cho-ja in some distant nation?'

 

'That is forbidden.'

 

Mara straightened, tantalised again to the edge of
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discovery. 'One question, if you may answer. Why do youtreat with me and others, we who were your conquerors?'

The Queen hesitated. Fearful that at last she had transgressedprudence, Mara dared not so much as breathe. Then,with the continued activities of the breeding attendants,she reassessed: the Queen was less angered than weighingwords. For a while, Mara expected to hear that this answer,also, was forbidden.

 

But the Queen relented, her head tipped slightly back,and her words stern. 'We are not a conquered people, Ladyof the Acoma.'

 

'The treaty?'A far step from understanding, Mara sighedin vexation.

 

The Queen strove valiantly to clarify. 'Even a captivenation may bargain.'

 

Mara rose from her cushions, so that the servants shehad signaled to pack up the tea utensils could go abouttheir duties without disturbing her. 'Why do you tell methese things, Queen?'

 

Black, multifaceted eyes fixed upon Mara, unknowableas the alien thoughts behind them. Then the cho-ja rulerspoke in what seemed almost wistful reminiscence. 'BeforeI merged with the hive mind, a young Queen recalls a humangirl who was kind and who said she was beautiful. Of allyour nation, you alone come to us with the intent to createharmony. You bargain like others, but you are more . . .you are what I believe you humans would call a friend.If the burden that has oppressed my kind throughout thisnation is ever to change . . . we will need friends with boldminds such as yours.'

 

So the 'treaty' was not an accord, after all, but a forcedacknowledgment of terms! Mara sucked in her breath. Shedared not press for more, not when the Queen had wavedher Force Commander forward to usher her from the breedingchamber. The discussion was being brought to a close.Uncertain what the protocols might be for formalacknowledgment of friendship between races, Mara settledfor the bow that denoted an alliance between houses, addingpersonal words of her own. 'You have always been a friendto me. I would accord your people the same considerationsas I would any house within my clan.'

 

After the cho-ja Queen had nodded her own form ofacknowledgment and awarded the Acoma retinue hergracious leave to depart, Lujan offered his Lady assistanceinto her litter. Gone was the lackluster quiet that hadmarked her sojourn back in her childhood home. NowMara's eyes shone. Her movements were eager as shegestured to her bearer slaves to take up the poles of herlitter. The Force Commander donned his plumed helm andmarched at her side from the breeding chamber.

Companion of many years, commander of her armies,and onetime bandit, Lujan could not help but grin. Herewent a mistress he would die for, without hesitation, not justfor the honor and duty due any Ruling Lady, but for loveand pride as well. Despite the overwhelming threat posed bythe Assembly of Magicians, Mara showed the indefatigablespirit that had captured his heart from the start. For wherea tired woman of middle years had entered these warrens,a Lady vigorous with renewed confidence, at the height ofher power, would emerge. Against all probability, Mara haddefied the limits of her circumstance: she had found a clearfocus and a hope where none had existed, to find reprieve

from difficulties that her culture believed unassailable.

Many were the Tsurani Ruling Lords who would havefallen upon their swords in despair at the breach of honorthe Acoma Lady had been forced by the Great Ones toswallow. Her late enemy Tasaio of the Minwanabi, once themost powerful man in the Nations, had committed suiciderather than endure beyond shame. It was not cowardicebut her own indomitable will that bound Mara to life.
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The Assembly, Lujan decided in a moment of unabashedcockiness, had better look after its interests. Though howhis diminutive Lady might find a way to face down powersof magic on a scale as vast as that commanded by the BlackRobes, only the gods might know.

 

Afternoon sunlight fell through the screens and striped the~parquet floor, and the akasi vines beside the garden walkscented the air of the room that had served Mara as studyin the original Acoma estate house. The cho-ja-made clockstill chimed softly on the hour; mellowed now by layersof wax was the patch of flooring by the screen that hadbeen sanded and refinished since the day her first husbandhad stomped indoors wearing studded battle sandals inthe aftermath of a sarcat hunt. Older memories acwdedbehind: of Lord Sezu setting the family chop to documents,while her brother, Lanokota, scrawled pictures in chalk onthe floor by their father's feet. Mara recalled rubbing at thescribbled figures, her fat lime-girl's palms a smudged anddusty white. The smell of chalk filled her nostrils now, evenas in those bygone days of her girlhood. But the baby byher knee was Kasuma; and the boy who scrawled picturesonly he understood onto sanded wood, a fiery redhead ofa barbarian father. Hers were the hands that set the Acomachop in the ink to seal the last letter of the day. A bin ofribboned parchments beside her writing desk awaited thearrival of the messenger runner, who would see them takento the guild for swift delivery.

 

Mara set aside the heavy chop and mentally reviewedher instructions for Jican, Incomo, and Keyoke, back atthe lakeside estate. They would keep her affairs runningsmoothly through what might become a prolonged absence.Irrilandi, her second Force Leader, was currently off withthe Shinzawai, supporting Hokanu as he consolidated hiscontrol as Ruling Lord. There had been minor attempts byenemies, and one or two ruptures of alliances caused bypressure from traditionalist factions. Hokanu had not yetsent formal reply to the Emperor's request that he assumehis father's imperial post. In his letter to Mara he hadexplained that his delay was a ploy designed to draw anunfriendly rival into the open.

 

He had written: 'My father's First Adviser Dogondi isa treasure - fiendishly clever, and a humorist. He likesto humble our foes by making them seem ridiculous. Ashe said to me the other day, "Kill a man, and you cedehim honor in the eyes of the gods. Laugh at him and youshame him."'

 

Mara gave a half-smile in reminiscence of this truth.Then her pleasure faded as she considered the rest of herhusband's missive. Although he was under much stress,and subject daily to criticism from several jealous cousins,he still might have asked in more depth after the healthof his daughter. That Mara proposed a long and possiblydangerous journey while the child still needed a wet nursedid not seem to trouble him.

 

But then, in all fairness, Hokanu was not a man to harpupon his worries. He might be sick inside with concern, butnot wanting to burden her. Mara might disguise her journeyas a pilgrimage all she wished, and her traditionalist enemies

might be fooled. The Anasati might swallow the ruse forseveral months before Jiro's First Adviser discovered thetruth, but the Assembly of Magicians would quickly siftthrough subterfuge if they perceived any reason to questionher motives. Mara shut her eyes and rubbed damp hair backfrom her brow. She put aside the nightmare memory of thefiery rain that had beset the Imperial Arena when Milamberhad manifested his arcane anger.

 

If the Black Robes chose to stop her, all would be lost inone wrenching, brutal instant. She must not give them causeto suspect, and that meant weeks of careful planning.
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Ag.un Mara cried to thrust the horror of Milamber'sdestruction of the Imperial Games from her thoughts. Thebarbarian Black Robe had been unruly, even stubborn, shehad heard. The Assembly itself had exiled him, after his acts,which had crossed the Order of Heaven by causing slavesto be freed. A thought occurred then perhaps this Milamberviewed life in the same quirky fashion her lover Kevin had. . . that life meant more than honor, and that religion didnot rule the lives of men but instead offered guidance. Marafrowned. If Milamber had been considered a renegade byhis fellows, might he not be a source of inspiration in herpresent dilemma?

 

Acting with headstrong inspiration, Mara clapped herhands. The boy appointed by the servants as her runnerslave appeared at the door, a tow-headed youngster scarcelyten years of age. He had been promoted from the post ofherd boy to that of house slave, and still felt awkwardwearing livery. Mara saw that he trembled in awe as hemade his bow.

 

She took pity, though shy boys her sons were not, and shehad better experience bullying young warriors into line thandrawing a quiet one out. 'Kalizo,' she said. 'Come here.'

The boy scrambled back to his feet, all knffl and wideeyes. He came to her, tripping awkwardly on the edge ofthe carpet. His sandals were new, the soles not yet softenedwith wear.

 

Mara fished a cho-ja-made candy from the vase by herdesk. She tossed it into the air, and smiled as the boy shedhis clumsiness and caught it. 'Kalizo, can you tell me whenthe next silk shipment is bound for the City of the Plains,for export into Midkemia?'

 

'Next week, Lady.' The boy had a lisp, made morepronounced by his mouthful of hard candy.

 

Mara debated a moment, then reached for her pen withshaking fingers. 'I have a letter to go with the factor,'she instructed. 'Fetch him here, for I would have wordswith him.'

 

'At once, Lady.' The boy bowed, spun, and departed witha speed that justified his appointment to his new position.Mara bit her lip as he raced out past the screen. Then shehastily sealed her brief missive, which was addressed tomil-amber, Magician, Kingdom of the Isles, Midkemia. Asshe set the wax and inked the Acoma chop, she wonderedwhether with the seal upon the letter she was inviting herown doom.

 

Then the silk factor arrived, escorted by Kalizo. Hermisgivings fled before the need to give the man instructionsthat caused him to tremble. His evident nerves made littleKasuma fussy, and Mara had to call for the child's nurse.Justin tossed aside his chalk with a loud announcementthat he was hungry. Straight and lithe, where Ayaki hadbeen stocky, he sprang to his feet and challenged Kalizoto a race to the kitchens. Mara nodded dismissal to therunner slave, who shouted and grinned, not at all abashedat the prospect of a contest. As the two boys bolted off attop speed, Mara half expected to hear a squawk of protestfrom old Nacoya . . . but those days were gone forever

Left alone with her thoughts as the sun dipped in the west,Mara called a servant to open the screens. Years had passedsince she had seen the shatra birds fly at sundown overAcoma lands. Considered the lucky symbol of her house, thecreatures were a source of delight to Mara, as they greetedthe night like a ritual with a celebration of flight and song.As her eyes followed the dance patterns of birds againstgold-edged clouds, Mara thought more on her husband.He had not taken any concubines, nor had he madefurther issue of his disappointment at Kasuma's gender.Mara supposed the matter was left dormant deliberately.

Hokanu's sole reference had involved the promise of a deeptalk upon her return to the estates. A boat, he had said, with
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only themselves inside ant a tray of light supper ant sawine, on calm waters; no slaves, no servants, only a lanternant himself at the oars. That he left the matter unexploredin his writing spoke volumes about his discomfort. Mararest-ed her chin in her hands ant sighed. Whatever he hatto say, it would be months before she hat the liberty tomeet with her husband, on water or try land. For all hatbeen tone to prepare for her departure on her quest to seekprotection against the Assembly. All that heft her now wasa final consultation with Arakasi, who was due to reportback at any time.

 

Much later, when the study room was lamplit, and thestars pricked the sky where the shatra birds had flown,Mara was disturbed in her resting by the door servant,who brought word that a shabby itinerant poet had arrivedto beg the Lady's indulgence.

 

Mara looked up from her scroll in mild interest. 'Youdid not send him on to the kitchen,' she stated. 'This poet,did he say he had verses for me in so-mu-ta rhyming?'

The door servant frowned, the academic reference beyondhis education to fathom. 'Indeed, my Lady. He insistedthat would mean something to you.' His face creased withmisgiving. 'I should have sent him off. He is very ragged.'

Mara's expression warmed to a smile. 'Very ragged,unbathed, and perhaps with a woman in tow?'

 

The servant's eyes widened. 'You know him?'

 

'I do.' Mara rolled up her scroll, taut with anticipation.'Have him shown in.'

 

The door servant bowed, still mystified. 'Your will,Lady.'

 

Presently the poet and his woman were brought intoMara's private study. Arakasi wore a mantle that lookedas if it were fashioned out of moth-eaten blankets, sewnover at the cuffs and hemmed with tawdry fringes tornoff a floor carpet. His companion was muffled under apatched, sun-faded robe that had once been adorned withshell sequins. Most had been ripped off with wear, leaving asad collection of hanging threads. Her feet were filthy, andher sandals in tatters.

 

Mara, with one swift glance, clapped for attendants.'Wash water. Towels, soap, and something from my clotheschest that is pretty and clean.' She peered under theconcubine's hood, and glimpsed a shining sweep of hairso heavy and thick it looked as if spun from red-bee honey.'Make the color green,' she suggested to the maid. Then shesmiled at Arakasi. 'How large a supper tray do you wish?As always, you appear famished.' She raised a finger as herSpy Master drew breath to speak. 'The verses can wait untilafter you are both refreshed.'

 

Arakasi offered a performer's bow and raked back thehood of his mantle. In the lamplight, he looked exhausted,bruised in spirit, and held together by sheer nerves. Marawas taken aback. Then the concubine slipped off heroverrobe, and the Lady of the Acoma watched Arakasilook at her, and understood all.

 

'You must be Kamlio,' she greeted. 'I bid you welcome.'

The girl started to sink into the deep bow that denotedlowly station. Mara fractionally shook her head, and, fastas reflex, Arakasi cupped the girl's elbow, stopping herobeisance by dint of her slight recoil from his touch.

As though her gesture had not implied rejection, Arakasiaddressed her quietly. 'The mistress has bought yourfreedom, not your service. Your contract is your own, to tearup or resell, as you please.' His deft hands smoothed backthe hood of her underrobe, baring a face of breathtakingbeauty, and pale eyes bright as sparks with resentment.

Mara stifled an urge to recoil, so much did the mannerof this girl remind her of another, a courtesan and a spynamed Teani, who had once tried to kill her. 'Gods,'she whispered below her breath. 'Gods take pity.' Herexpression was for Arakasi, and the tortured girl he hadrescued from usage.

 

Kamlio spoke, her low, modulated voice perfectly temperedin hate. 'I would hear such a promise from the Ladywhose centis have bought me.'

 

Mara thrust aside her anger at the impertinence. 'Youmay trust my servant, Arakasi, as myself in this matter.Kamlio, I' too, owe him my life. I chose to accept thatgift from him with joy. He may have found you, child.But never forget: it was I who bought you from bondage.You are not brought here as a reward for his service.' Thelamplight glittered off the girl's eyes as she tensed. Marasighed softly and continued. 'You are your own woman,Kamlio. Because of you, I have a son and a daughter whomay survive and achieve their inheritance. My gratitude isunconditional^You may leave Arakasi, leave these estates,and go your own way at this moment. I will provide youwith enough wealth to establish yourself, in business, as atrader, or simply to live in modest comfort for the rest ofyour life. Or you may use the gift as a dowry, should youseek a husband. However, should you wish to take service,I would be pleased to have you stay.'

 

The faint hiss of the oil lamps filled the stillness thatfollowed. Kamlio's fingers clenched and unclenched onthe ragged cloth of her gown. She did not smile, orsettle, or relax, but stayed poised, like a creature caughtand cornered. Mara forced herself to meet that hostile,gemstone gaze. 'What is your desire, Kamlio?'

 

Plainly the girl distrusted kindness. Her eyes shone toobright, and her manner posed a defiant challenge as shesaid, 'Good Servant, great Lady, I'd prefer to be alone. Ido not wish a pretty robe but an ugly one. I do not wantthe eyes of men upon me. I want a sleeping mat and a roomto myself.'

 

'As you ask, you shall have,' Mara allowed. She sentfor her personal maid, Misa, who had been many yearsin Acoma service, and ordered Kamlio shown to a guestchamber and made comfortable. When the girl had gone,and the servant who entered with wash basins and towelshad allowed Arakasi to refresh himself, she gestured herSpy Master to the nearest comfortable cushion.

He sank into his seat as if his knees gave out. His eyes weresunken, almost haunted, and his mouth twisted aookedwith irony. Softly he said, 'Thank you, Lady.'

Mara looked upon him with pity. 'She means that muchto you?'

 

The Spy Master steepled his hands under his chin, anold habit he had when attempting a difficult explanation.'She has changed me. When I look at her, I see my mother,sometimes. When she speaks, she reminds me of my sister.Both of them could be vicious, at the moments they hurtthe most.' He paused, then added, 'She blames me for thedeath of her sister. Quite justly, I fear.'

 

Quietly Mara gestured to the servant who waited at thedoor with the food tray.-As the man entered with his burdenin deferential silence, she regarded the Spy Master whomshe had known for years, but whose life remained a mysteryto her. After the man had served them, Mara motioned forhim to leave. When she and Arakasi were alone;, Mara said,'You never mentioned any of your family to me before.'

Arakasi's gaze flicked up, sharply defensive. 'There waslittle of worth to mention. My mother was a woman of theReed Life, disease-ridden, run-down, and finally dead fromher trade. My sister followed in her footsteps. She died ateighteen, at the hand of a violent client.'

 

'I am sorry,' Mara murmured, and meant it. She shouldhave guessed, since Arakasi set such store by his houseallegiance, that he had been born to an honorless family.'How did you come to take service with the Tuscai?'

Arakasi made a self-deprecating gesture. 'There was awarrior who frequented our brothel. He lay often withmy mother. I was just three, and was impressed by hisloud voice, and the sword he carried with a jewel set inthe grip. Sometimes he gave me candy, and ruffled myhair, and sent me on errands. I took them very seriously,only later coming to realise that he was just more tactfulthan most, sending me out of the way so he could take hispaid woman without a foolish boy underfoot. At the time,I decided he was my father.'

 

Mara did not prompt, but waited, while Arakasi pickeda stray thread from a rip in his mantle. After a moment, hecontinued of his own accord. 'When my mother died, andthe soldier came to bed another girl, I climbed out a windowand followed him to his barracks. He was a Strike Leaderfor the Tuscai. His wife was a cook. She fed me, behind hisback. I lived mostly on the streets, lurking around hostelsand guild halls, keeping my ears open. I sold information tothe Lord of the Tuscai's hadonra, and over the years becameinvaluable to him. When I alerted the Lord of the Tuscai toa plot against his life at the hands of the Minwanabi, heallowed me to swear to his service.'

 

Quietly, Mara wondered how much of the spy net hadalready been in place when Arakasi had sworn to the Tuscainatami. Probably most of the area around the Tuscai estates,for an honorless street boy to have caught the notice of ahidebound traditional Ruling Lord. It awed her, to learnhow far her Spy Master had risen from such humblebeginnings. Now there was the girl, Kamlio, whose fatehad entangled itself with his in ways she did not want.As the servant poured sa wine and departed, Mara handedArakasi a glass.

 

'Drink,' she urged. 'You need it.' In fact, he lookedwretched, and worn thinner than she had ever seen him.

The Spy Master returned her regard levelly, his lipcurled in distaste. He disliked drinking: alcohol dulledhis reactions. 'Lady,' he said in a voice that was rust andvelvet, 'I am not at all what I was.'

 

'Drink! That is a command!' Mara snapped back. 'Youare human, and have a heart that can bleed, even if you onlydiscovered that fact recently. And I say you are wrong. Youare more than you were. The change that has happened isfor the best.'

 

'Not if you wish me to continue in my post as SpyMaster.' The admission itself seemed to shake him. Arakasireached out, took a goblet from the tray, and downed it inone violent draft. 'What would you know of best or worse?'he challenged.

 

'Everything.' Her tone reproached. 'I had Kevin and losthim. I had the perfect husband who understood my heart,until one foolish misunderstanding has set him at a distance.I had two children who are dead.'

 

Shamed, Arakasi wrapped his long, expressive fingersaround his glass. He said nothing, only stared at the rug.For a while the lamplight revealed his rigid effort to keephis breathing steady. 'I had hoped the example of you andHokanu might open her eyes to a new life.' He shruggedfractionally, a self-conscious hitch of his shoulders. 'Youhave both been my teachers, Lady.' .

 

Mara regarded the man who sat hunched and tight beforeher. His competence at times had humbled her, until now,when she realised how much of his achievements had beenrooted in pleasureless, calculating logic. 'Arakasi, set herfree. Let her find herself.' As his eyes swept up to meethers, beseeching, she found she needed sa wine herself.She reached out for a goblet, tasted its bittersweet edge.'Think, most cunning of my servants. You were never

resentful because you did not love. Kamlio can hate, shecan feel bitterness, because she can be hurt. Her basicnature is a caring one, or why should she defend herselfso savagely?'

His gaze dropped. 'I pray to the gods you are right.'

'I am right.' Mara's conviction rang across the room'sfamiliar dimness. But no truth could ensure the outcome.Whether Kamlio could outgrow her past and survivewithout scars, only time would tell.

 

Arakasi sat like a man tortured, twisting the fine-stemmedcrystal around and around in his hands. It

occurred to Mara, watching him, that he had lost hispiercing insight. She spoke kindly in reassurance. 'Yourlittle lady will not leave these estates. She will stay, andserve here. That much I know.'

 

'Or else she would have left at once?' Arakasi releasedan edged laugh. 'How can you be sure?'

 

'She would not have accepted my hospitality.' Marasmiled. 'She has pride like fire.' She speculated, 'In myyears I have come to judge human nature quickly. You area fitting match for her.'

 

He relaxed a little at that, setting the goblet on thepolished floor, empty, and helping himself to a plate offruit, cheese, and bread. In a fast change of subject, hesaid, 'I received your message, Lady. I can guess why youcalled me.' He mashed the bread together over a thick wedgeof cheese, his feelings for the concubine certainly not set inabeyance. But his voice showed none of his conflict as headded, 'I can already assure you. The City of the Magiciansis impregnable. Send anyone there to attempt entry, andyou will call down the Assembly's wrath upon you. Wehave attempted seven times to find entrance; four men aredead, the other three unaccounted for, and I number themalso dead. None can be traced to us, but even so, anotherattempt may cause us to fall.'

 

'I supposed as much.' Mara watched him eat withan inner surge of relief. The day Arakasi ignored hisappetite brought cause for major worry. While he chewed,she related her findings in the hive of the cho-ja, andthen told of her plans to leave for the Thuril Confederation.

 

Arakasi gave back a dry grin. 'I did not think youseriously intended a pilgrimage.'

 

Mara's brows arched. 'I am devout. Did I not once plan

to vow service to Lashima's temple?'

 

A spark of irony touched her Spy Master's eyes. 'That,'he allowed, 'was long before you met one red-hairedMidkemian barbarian.'

 

Mara colored deeply. 'True.' She laughed. Arakasi hadalways stimulated her wit. The heart he had kept hiddenall these years was proving a delight to her. 'I'll need youto hide my trail with subterfuge. Also, I want you to combthe Imperial Archives for history texts that might show uswhat circumstances led to our mysterious treaty with thecho-ja.'

 

She looked across the low table and realised Arakasi hadceased eating. The bread had fallen into crumbs betweenhis fingers, and his eyes looked deep as pits. Gently sheasked, 'What's wrong? Are you afraid to leave the girl?'

'No.' The Spy Master knuckled back his tangled dark

hair. The poet's braid at his temple had slipped half-undone,the violet ribbon that tied it frayed at the ends, andsun-faded. 'I am no longer the best man for the job, myLady. My heart is no longer ruthless.'

 

'Was it ever?' Mara countered.

 

Arakasi looked at her, open and pained as he had beenbut once in her presence, and that the time he believedhe had failed her and caused old Nacoya's death. 'Yes,Lady. Yes, it was. Once, I would have let Kamlio die atthe hands of the tong without conscience. I have increasedrisk to you by returning for her. It took some persuasionand significant funds to extricate her from her existingterm of employment. The transaction was far too publicfor my taste.'

Mara considered the weight of his admission. She stareda moment at her wineglass, barely touched, and warm nowin the soft evening air. 'The Acoma have no one else tosend,' she said finally, and hid from him the cost of thatconfidence. She had Justin and Kasuma to think of; if, asFumita had hinted, her being Servant of the Empire hadbeen all that stayed the Assembly from annihilating her,she had to find the children protection, or they would behelpless, good for nothing, but to be puppets of the BlackRobes' whim, after she was gone.

 

'Arakasi, let me tell you something the cho-ja Queenimplied to me. What if, all along, it was not traditionthat has held this Empire static all these thousands ofyears? What if our people strove for growth and change,but were kept from it? What if the great Game of theCouncil, our bloody, violent heritage of honor, was notordained by the gods but was used as a contrivance tokeep us in our place?'

 

Arakasi's left eyebrow quirked. 'You claim to be devout,'he said in a low voice. 'You know, beloved Lady, that whatyou say is heresy.'

 

'I suggest instead,' Mara said, 'that our Great Oneshave done more than keep the imperial peace. If I rightlyunderstood what the cho-ja Queen tried to impart, theAssembly has held our whole culture stagnant. The BlackRobes are the ones who barred us from change - not thegods, not tradition, and not our code of honor. That is whythey intervened between the Acoma and the Anasati. For Ihave created too much change, I hold too much influencewith the Emperor, and, as Servant, I am too much a talismanof the people's luck. If what I think is correct, the magiciansare not just hoping I will break their prohibition on makingwar upon Jiro; they are depending upon it. Some may evenbe contriving to bring it about. They are awaiting anyexcuse to step in and annihilate me.'

A breeze through the screen caused the lamp to flicker,making Arakasi seem a shadow cut from stillness. 'Hokanuwill never let go of honor and allow his father's murder topass unavenged.'

 

'Precisely,' Mara almost whispered. 'That would beexpecting too much, even for a man raised by the progressivethinker that his foster father was. His blood father,Fumita, as much as warned him at Kamatsu's funeral. Ibelieve, as does Hokanu, that the Assembly knew of Jiro'scontract with the tong assassins. They did not act to stophim. Deliberately. It is me and my line they want dead. Andsooner or later, fate will provide them with a reason.'

The wick brightened. As the darkness shrank back,Arakasi sat staring at his emptied wineglass, his eyesfathomless as obsidian. 'And so you need me to sortthrough the Imperial Archives, and to cover your absencewhen you journey outside the Empire in search of answers.'His fingers tapped an agitated tattoo on the floor as hecontinued to think aloud. 'You ask this of me, not for theAcoma or the Shinzawai, but for the people of the Nationswhose cause you have adopted for your own.'

 

'You understand.' Mara reached out for the carafe andrefilled both of their goblets. 'I do what I do for more thanmy name and ancestors. Because I hold hope that slavesmay one day be allowed to go free, and that boys such asyou were, and girls like Kamlio, may have the chance toearn honor through their merits.'

 

'A large task. I salute you, Lady.' Arakasi tossed backhis wine. He regarded her, his bearing still bleak, but hisexpression one of admiration. 'Once I said I wished tofollow in the wake of your path to greatness. I wasarrogant, and cold, and fascinated as a man who prideshimself on solving puzzles. Now I wish nothing beyond ahouse with warmth, and a woman to smile at who doesnot know the secret of joy. To my sorrow, I have learned.It is not a lesson to benefit a Spy Master who must act onlyfor reason.'

 

Mara returned the smile that softened the sharpenedangles that trials and years had lent to her face. 'Thenwhen we have found our means to defeat the Great Ones,we shall have to appoint you to a new post.'

 

Arakasi released a cracked laugh. 'What post? I have triedthem all. Which shall I choose, when all of them suited meno better than a suit of borrowed clothing?'

 

'When the time comes, you will know,' Mara assuredhim. But the words were a banality. Arakasi looked likean unmoored boat that spun untended in a current. Sheworried for him, and for the jaded, bitter girl who slept inthe Acoma guest suite.

 

Arakasi set aside his glass. A moth spun in crazedcircles around the oil lamp, sending shadows swoopingand arrowing through the light. He felt as giddy. The timehad come for him to take his leave. The food tray held onlycrumbs, and a crushed crust of bread. His eyes stayed deepas he concluded, 'I will undertake what you ask, for I seethat you comprehend the price. But this once, I would dareto ask a boon from you.'

 

Mara raised her wineglass and drank to his health inreturn. 'You have always had from me whatever you haveneeded, without question. That has not changed.'

Her Spy Master looked up at her, for the first time shecould remember showing nerves and uncertainty. 'TakeKamlio with you to Thuril. Even the chance of a passingtrader glimpsing her and remarking on her beauty inSulan-Qu might bring the tong in search. By the time youreturn, the tong should have begun to wither.'

Mara's smile returned like the sun. 'I was going to suggestthat very course.' The hidebound tenets of Tsurani culturehad deprived the courtesan of hope; Kamlio had been bornas a pleasure toy for men to waste as they pleased. If she wasgoing to come to her senses, if she was to escape becomingthe twisted, tormented creature that Teani had been, shemust rediscover the stifled personality she had been trainedsince childhood to hide. The chance might come to her morequickly if she experienced a strange culture, and customsoutside her experience.

 

Arakasi bowed deep in gratitude. 'Gods bless you,mistress.' He looked as if he would say nothing more,but wound up by blurting, 'Take care of her. The Acomaare my life, but she is my heart.' Then he arose to hisfeet, his poet's braid falling the rest of the way undone.He yanked off the violet ribbon as if it had offended him,and made his way silently through the screen.

 

Mara stared after him long after he had disappearedinto the darkened hallway. Before her, the moth spun inone last, suicidal circle, and flared up as it passed throughthe flame.

 

'Gods pity them,' Mara murmured to the empty chamber.Whether her words were for the courtesan and the SpyMaster who loved her, or whether she referred also to herhusband, who was being made to dance to the tune of theAssembly, was unclear.

 

16

 

Countermoves

 

The game ended.

 

Chumaka set down his shah piece with a click, and adeep-chested sigh of satisfaction. 'Checkmate, master.' Theraw dawn light only emphasised his bright-eyed alertness.

Perfectly groomed also, Jiro was once again chagrinedto prove his servants' gossip, that his First Adviser's witremained sharp, even before daybreak and breakfast. TheLord of the Anasati regarded the captured pieces clusteredto one side of the game board. 'You're filled with life thismorning,' he observed. 'More so than usual, if I may speakmy mind.'

 

Chumaka rubbed his hands together. 'Mara's spy net hasbecome active again. I knew it was just a matter of waitingher out! Whoever her man in charge may be, he has justmade a misstep. He thought to outlast me in this waitinggame, but after years of dormancy, at last he has moved!'

Jiro stroked his chin to hide a smile. 'There are fewservants like you, who can bear to abandon years of workon the basis of mere suspicion.'

 

The Anasati First Adviser warmed to the praise. Heslipped off his heavily embroidered morning robe, andadjusted the thinner silk garment underneath to ascertainit hung without wrinkles on his narrow chest. Ona plaintive note he added, 'You invited me to yoursuite for breakfast. Do I have to beat you at a secondround of shah before we can eat, my Lord?' Hisnervous, nail-bitten fingers reached to reset the boardout of habit.

 

Jiro laughed. 'You old tigindi,' he accused, comparinghis adviser to a foxlike predator renowned for cleverness.'You'd rather play games than eat.'

 

'Perhaps.' Chumaka looked up, his eyes bright.

Jiro signaled another game by inclining his head. 'What'son your scheming mind, anyway?'

 

Chumaka slid the last piece into place and gestured forhis master to make the first move. 'It's what Mara has inmind,' he corrected.

 

Knowing better than to interrupt with questions, Jiroadvanced a pawn. Chumaka's countermove was immediate.Forced to a brisk contemplation of strategy, Jiro wishedhe could match his opponent's penchant for followingsimultaneous topics as his adviser defined his comment.

'Later this week, your master engineer will be in Ontosethiring carpenters and craftsmen to build war enginesafter the prototypes you have had re-created from theancient texts.'

 

Jiro looked up from the game board, not at all intrigued.His siege weapons were his most coveted plan, a secretkept even from his closest allies, or so he believed. Hedid not like the topic bandied about casually, and histone showed controlled irritation. 'Mara can't have heardanything about our prototypes in the charcoal burners'sheds-' ~

 

'In the forests north of Ontoset,' Chumaka filled in, athis most irksome when he finished sentences out of sheerimpatience. 'Yes. She has known for quite some time.'Chumaka waved at the shah board. 'It's your move,master.'

 

Jiro advanced his priest to a new square with a flickof one finger. A flush stained his cheekbones, and hiseyes narrowed as he demanded, 'How did she hear?

Why didn't you tell me our security was compromisedsooner?'

 

'Patience, my Lord.' Chumaka moved his empress ontothe front line. 'I tell you, always, when the timing is to youradvantage.'

 

Very near open anger,Jiro forced self-control. Chumaka'scleverness at times could be excessive: as if the man couldnot resist playing the game within his master's household.But what Chumaka lacked in humility he more than madeup for in innovative service. The Anasati Lord pieched hispent-up fury against the shah board, and waited, icily quiet,for his impertinent adviser to qualify.

 

Chumaka smiled with the glee a child might show atdiscovering an insect could evade his goading throughflight. 'My Lord, it is good to see you have mastered the artof patience. We have allowed Mara's machinations againstus to come to flower, the- better to spoil her design. Shehas conceived a cunning plan to infiltrate your craftsmenat the construction site with a few of her own. Once there,they would work very handily to be sure your great siegeengines have design flaws. We then use them in battle, or sothe Mistress of the Acoma hopes, and the mechanisms willmisfire and cause damage to our own troops, or at the leastsimply not function, leaving you with some very expensivekindling wood outside the walls of the city.'

 

Startled into inadvertent admiration, Jiro raised hiseyebrows. 'Mara came up with such a plot?'

 

'A master toy maker in her employ.' Chumaka movedanother shah piece and placed Jiro's priest in jeopardy. 'It'squite an amusing plan, really.'

 

Frowning, inconvenienced by the game, but unwilling toconcede himself outmatched on both fronts, the AnasatiLord considered his next move with thinned lips. His FirstAdviser's tendency to keep secrets bordered on disrespect.But Jiro held back from criticism. His weakness at shah washis desire for fast conclusions. He needed Chumaka's loveof intricate plotting, which was content to spin webs andset traps against enemies long years in advance. Jiro choseto save his priest from attack; today his mood was prudent.'What move did you have in mind, First Adviser?'

Chumaka gave back a reptilian smile. 'Why, to stealMara's gambit from her. I have a list of her infiltrators'names. We can arrange to have them hired on, bringthem deep into Anasati territory, and then have themdisappear.'

 

'Kill them?' Jiro's distaste for crude measures divertedhis attention, and he had to force himself to keep pacewith Chumaka's next move.

 

The First Adviser advanced another pawn, setting twoof his master's pieces under threat. 'I'd like to take theinfiltrators quietly.' He spoke as he did when contented,low-pitched, as a cat might purr. 'Not kill them. They mayhave useful information for us. I'd like to know just howMara's toy maker planned to sabotage our siege equipment,for one thing; I'm sure the modifications would be veryclever to elude the notice of those overseeing construction.That's more idle curiosity than anything else.

'But far more important, if we can force one man totalk, and learn their method for passing information aswell, we can send back false signals through the Acomaspy net. The Lady will not know her plot has been spoileduntil the actual day we take the field against the Emperor.When our engines assault the walls of the Imperial Precinct,she will expect them to fail and cause us chaos, and shewill have her forces arrayed to take advantage of thatsituation.' With an almost sensual glee at the possibilityof reversing Mara's plot, Chumaka said, 'Instead, our newequipment will function flawlessly, and the Acoma will findthemselves upon the field, outside the walls, while we are

already securing our position within.'

 

Jiro sacrificed his fortress, and tipped his head to concedehis First Adviser his argument. 'I will leave you to overseethe arrangements.' extracting information by force from acaptive was not a detail he relished thinking about. He didnot have a weak stomach; torture simply did not interesthim. The treatises he had read told as much as he cared toknow on the topic. 'And as far as Ichindar is concerned, Ithought we'd agreed I should goad a traditionalist fanaticinto assassinating him rather than take him head on withan army.' Almost spitefully, Jiro finished, 'The Black Robesseem to dislike the idea of a civil war.

 

'Of course; nothing is more destructive to any society.'Chumaka advanced another piece and looked up to acceptthe satchel of new correspondence brought in by hisassistant. 'But as we discussed, even a dead Emperorwill have supporters. They will hole up behind wallswith his heir. If you, as the nations' savior, step in anddivert chaos by restoring the office of Warlord, you mustalso seize Jehilia as your power base. Even without Maraand Hokanu's resistance, you will need to break the city'sdefenses to get to the Imperial First Daughter . . . beforesomeone else does.'

 

But for the gleam that wakened in his eyes from reviewof future hopes, Jiro seemed absorbed in the shah game.Chumaka turned from the board and riffled through therolled dispatches. He selected one, squinted to be sure ithad not been tampered with, then split the seal. He scannedthe lines, not needing to pause to interpret the cipher.'Interesting,' he mused to himself. Idly, he wondered howirritated his master was likely to become when he learnedof the ex-Minwanabi warriors that Chumaka maintainedin secrecy in a remote northern province.

 

If they became useful in arranging Mara's downfall,Chumaka decided, he would receive a citation for them.His lips quirked. How he wished he belonged to a householdthat did not have touchy internal politics! Or amaster of such heated pride. As Jiro completed his nextmove, Chumaka flicked his empress to a new square.He speculated whether a woman's rule would follow thesame fashion as a man's; was Chumaka's Spy Mastercounterpart in the Acoma household permitted a free handwith his work? Only exceptional brilliance could keep sucha network intact past the fall of House Tuscai. And Mara'swillingness to take masterless men into service had shownthe falsehood of counting such without honor. Certainlythose who had labored as spies for the Lord of the Tuscaiseemed even more diligent on behalf of the Acoma.

Or had the creature who directed them been LordSezu's man all along? Chumaka judged not, since Mara'sfather had dealt straightforwardly in council and on thebattlefield. The Anasati First Adviser stroked his chin,peripherally aware of his master's expletives over the shahboard as he saw his attack plan threatened. He set asidethe dispatch and reached for the next, the contents of whichcaused him to snap off his cushions with a thoroughlyuncharacteristic oath.

 

Diverted from his straits on the shah board, Jiro raisedhis eyes in languid inquiry. 'What passes?'

 

'The devil!' Chumaka gestured with the parchment scroll,which appeared to contain random squiggles. 'I've miscalculated,maybe; underestimated him, almost certainly.'

 

'Who?' Piqued, Jiro pushed the board out of harm's wayas his adviser began pacing. 'Do we have a problem? Asetback?'

 

Chumaka looked askance, his eyes deep as still pools.'Maybe. The Obajan of the Hamoi Tong has been assassinated.In his pleasure harem.'

 

Jiro gave a small shrug. 'So what?'

 

'So what!' Chumaka curbed his agitated movement.Seeing Jiro's darkening expression at his sharp tone, he said,'Master, the Obajan was one of the best-guarded men underheaven, and he has been stabbed to death. What's more, hiskiller escaped. Clean. Very professional work.' Chumakaconsulted his scroll more closely. In dawning astonishment,he added, 'It says here that the tong brotherhood havedisbanded. They are now masterless men: grey warriors.'

It pointed to one possible conclusion. 'That can onlymean their records were lost?' Jiro's voice was forcedand level. The contents of the tong's accounts coulddishonor his house several times over, not least for thelatest cash outlay, to buy an attempt on old Frasai of theTonmargu, who lent his ear to Hoppara of the Xacatecastoo often when he wanted advice on policy decisions. Aslong as Frasai remained alive, Kamatsu's death would servetraditionalist causes very little. Hokanu would stand in hisfather's post soon enough, but his tie to Mara and theAcoma would hamper him against any move made by Jiro'sallies only when Frasai's vote of support was eradicated. Ifthe Imperial Overlord fell, the imperial Chancellor wouldfind his powers in the Emperor's council crippled at astroke. But Jiro needed Frasai's death to be caused indiscreet fashion; killing one's own clansman, especiallyone's own Clan Warchief, was an extreme act even byTsurani standards.

 

Chumaka responded, bemused with thought. 'The secretaccounts were stolen, or so every rumormonger in theHoly City now reports. I wonder if Mara has the tong'srecords?' She must, he deduced. If an ally had access tosuch sensitive secrets, Anasati agents would have beeninformed; a foe would simply turn the information toimmediate advantage, unless ... the only enemy theAnasati had that was under constraints not to initiateconflict was the Acoma/Shinzawai faction that centeredon Mara. Chumaka stroked his chin, the shah game utterlyforgotten. What if he had miscalculated? What if the AcomaSpy Master was a better player than he? What if a trapyawned under Anasati affairs, just waiting for a misstepto snap shut?

'You're worried,' Jiro observed, in his best tone of falseboredom.

 

Observing that his master was hiding extreme displeasure,Chumaka did his best to wave the matter away. 'I amcareful,' he allowed, self-aware enough to know that hisworst nightmares seldom resolved in daily life. His activeimagination helped make him master of his job. In hiseagerness to close with his Acoma opponent, he couldeasily have been drawn into carelessness. He must pullback, wait, and watch, like a patient hunter. The train

of Mara's toy maker must be taken with utmost caution.Then, as if a sixth sense reminded him that he had beenstill too long, and that his master's restless intellect wason the verge of expressing annoyance, Chumaka smiledbrightly. 'Shall we eat? Or shall we finish our game, whichyou are very close to losing?'

 

Jiro glared at the arrangement of the players on thegame board. He made a deprecating gesture that turnedinto a clap to summon servants. 'Two defeats on an emptystomach are more than any master should face beforedaybreak.' He must have followed that observation withthought of the dead Obajan, for he looked nettled enoughto eat floor pegs. 'Damn her,' he murmured in a voicehe thought too quiet for his First Adviser to overhear. 'Ifnot for the Assembly's protection, I'd see her shamed andbegging.'

 

The gardener blotted his brow. Leaning in apparent idlenesson his rake handle, he surveyed the surrounding flowerbeds under the afternoon sunlight. The blooms were thebrilliance of rainbows, no dried seedpods or wilted petalsleft shriveling in the heat to mar their freshness. The soilwas level, and weed-free as it had been since the hour the

worker had started. Each shrub was trimmed to providebeauty at an economy of space. The retired imperial officerassigned to this household used his apartment infrequently.Since he valued peace and silence, his gardens had beenarranged to set the bustle of the Holy City at a distance.Half blind from cataracts, he tended to forget the faces ofhis gardeners. Hence his lovely, private little garden acrossfrom the city library offered the perfect rendezvous pointfor a Spy Master who desired clandestine exchanges ofinformation bought through a bribe to one of the archivist's

COpyists.

 

Arakasi spat on his palms as any diligent gardener mightdo, and again took up his rake. His sun-browned handslooked as if he had practiced such labors life-long as hescratched parallel rows in dry soil. Except for his eyes,which kept covert surveillance on the entrance to thearchives across the thoroughfare, he assumed his role toperfection.

 

In this he was even more meticulous in his caution thanusual. After the change in outlook triggered by Kamlio, hedistrusted his reactions. He no longer held confidence inhis ability to act with his former speed. As he raked, heworried; would emotion make him hesitate? He no longersaw people, even enemies, as ciphers on a game board. Hispersonal conscience, as opposed to his duty as a servant,posed a conflict he feared to put to the test.

Since his thwarted attempts to infiltrate an agent intothe City of the Magicians, he understood that any inquiryinto old texts on arcane subject matter, or probing intoproscribed eras of history, might draw notice. Also, thelibraries were Jiro's passion, and Anasati spies comprisedhalf the staff. Since the Imperial Archives were rarelyvisited except by students of history, most of them initiatesat one temple or another, any stranger sent in as agentwould cause inquiry. Since Ichindar's ascension to absoluterule, the Day of Appeals had become the place to airdisputes over obscure points of law. The High Councilno longer sent couriers to peruse the stacks of fadingparchments for clarification on the fine points of traditionunder debate by merchants or guilds.

 

Arakasi had been hard pressed to find a student initiatewhose loyalty was not already compromised. In the end, hehad needed to call in a favor from the acolytes of the RedGod, who felt they owed Lady Mara their favor. As the SpyMaster raked, and darted surreptitious glances at the carveddoorways across the thoroughfare from the garden gate,he felt disquiet over how useless his established operationhad become. He dared not try calling upon his residentagents in the palace, since by now, Arakasi assumed, theywere all under Chumaka's surveillance. Enough signs hadarisen to indicate that the palace branch of his network wascompromised. So Arakasi had sent in an otherwise harmlessstudent, to lead Chumaka's agents off the trail. The AcomaSpy Master knew the enemy could not be misled for long.

Two priests of Turakamu, and a student acolyte bearingsealed requests from the High Temple, had all recoveredtexts on the subjects Arakasi had requested. His nights hadbeen spent by candlelight, reading lines in faded ink. Eachdawn he had sent coded messages to Mara at the old Acomaestate, narrowing down the possibilities: the time of theconflict that had resulted in the secret treaty with the cho-jacould have been tied to a civil disruption eighteen hundredyears earlier, two centuries after the founding of the Empire,or to another period four hundred years afterward, whenno war was mentioned, but a review of family pedigreesshowed inheritances passing to first and second cousins,and an inordinate number of underage heirs. If a plaguewas responsible for such breaks in otherwise establisheddynasties, the texts of the time held no reference to such.

The tax rolls of those times had also shown increases in

levied funds; treasury ledgers held strange gaps, blank lines,for entries showing how such wealth had been spent. NowArakasi waited to receive the list of imperial commissionsfor the two periods under examination. If the Emperor'sseneschal had paid sums to guild artists to paint battlescenes, or sculptors to design commemorative victoryarches, surely there would have been a war. Temple recordscould then be followed up for prayer-gate donations sentin by wealthy widows who wished the spirits of husbandsdeparted on the battlefield to be kindly judged by the gods.Arakasi frowned over his raking. If he could establish proofof a war, he could root through family records, and perhapsin the private sector ferret out facts, or entries in the diariesof dead rulers, telling of a conflict that might have beenexcised from the public record.

 

Mara had been circumspect in her instructions, mostlikely out of deference to her Spy Master's misgivings overcontinued pursuit of his trade. She had no illusions: sheknew, as he did, that his tie to Kamlio left him vulnerable..But spare his heart and his talents, and the Acoma wouldfall to the greater, more sinister design of the Assemblyof Magicians. For more and more, the fact emerged:the Black Robes prevented change. They had allowedIchindar's ascension because it suited them to balk Tasaioof the Minwanabi; but sooner or later they were goingto support the traditionalist view and a resurgence of theWarlord's office, forcing Ichindar once more to a role ofreligious ceremony.

 

Resisting an urge to wipe his sweating forehead, Arakasiscraped his rake through the earth in an inward storm ofresentment. His studies of the records showed by omission,in subtle twists and turns, just how the Great Ones haddirected the Empire to stagnation. It did not take a historianto ferret out the unexplained holes in the fabric of Tsuranihistory.

 

Like a weaver worrying a tangle of threads, picking apartone knot at a time, Arakasi followed from one crypticreference to another to map out a report conspicuous byits absence. His pulse quickened as it never had, throughouthis hunt for the Obajan of the Hamoi Tong. All objectivitywas displaced by recognition that he was involved in thegreatest match of his life; for while he ached to restore thefeelings of the girl who had captured his affection, he mustaid his mistress to challenge the mightiest body the Empirehad ever known: the Assembly of Magicians.

 

Arakasi shied away from contemplation of the future.He saw each day as risk. He knew, as Mara did, that hecould no longer continue as her Spy Master, in the unlikelyevent that her house could stand against the Assembly'swill and survive. Adjusting the sash that bound his smock,and brushing the weapon belt beneath that held his hiddenknives, he regarded the swept walkways and the rows offragrant flower beds. If fate should destroy the Acoma,or if when he resigned his post Mara should have nohonorable position to offer him within her household,he had his laborer's skills to fall back on, he thoughton a note of black humor. Inspecting his hands, thickwith dark soil that hid the calluses of a dozen trades, heconsidered there were less worthy pursuits than tendinggrowing things. ;.

 

Killing was certainly one of them. His decoding of thetong's record scrolls had nearly made him ill at theirdispassionate listing of generation after generation of deathand cruelties. Mara had been right to use him as her own,ruthless instrument, to destroy the Hamoi Brotherhood attheir root.

 

But her rightness did not make Arakasi any more ableto forgive himself for such usage.- Where Tsurani waysadmitted only honor won for his mistress, his interactionwith Kevin the barbarian had tainted his thoughts; Mara'sown forgiveness of his very human failure in the bleached

heat of a kekali garden had shocked the first cracks in hisoutlook. The bastions of his isolation had crumbled since,until now, naked of self-deceit, he saw.

 

He had trained himself to be set as a weapon againstothers of his own kind. Kevin was right; the cho-ja wereright; Mara and Hokanu were right to desire change in thestagnation of old ways. Although unconditional consenthad been the way between master and servant for all ofthe Empire's long history, Arakasi had seen the evils ofsuch thinking mirrored in Kamlio's hardened eyes. Hisawakened vision showed him guilt.

 

'I am not what I was,' he had said to his mistress in theirmeeting after his successful assassination of the Obajan. Ithad been less a statement than a baring of his spirit toher view. He sighed, profoundly saddened that, throughthe hours he had spent gardening in the past, he hadnever pause] to appreciate the results of his labors. Nowhe saw the neat rows of young blossoms with changed perspective.Feeling a strange tightness in his chest, the

Spy Master considered that the lowly gardener might becloser to finding balance upon the Wheel of Life; certainlyit was pleasant to imagine a life in constant harmony withthe universe.

 

Arakasi rubbed his hands and returned to work. Hisawakened awareness, here, became a liability. Despite theapparent tranquillity surrounding him, destruction wasvery close.

 

The day waned. Reddened sunlight fell through thepillared entrance to the garden. An elderly hawker pushedhis cart along the street outside, his singsong patois offeringbundled tanzi bark to the wives of the free workers headedhomeward from the temples to the dockside quarterShabby, just one step higher than slaves, such familiesburned tanzi to sweeten the air and mask the stinks of thefisheries on the river front side of town. Incense waftedfrom the Square of the Twenty Gods, where the prieststhrew open the massive doors of the temples. Sundownrites drew the aristocracy out to worship, when the streetswere cooler and the merchants departed; the first lacqueredlitters of the nobles swept by, interspersed with the rumbleof the empty costermongers' wagons, returning to thefarmlands after the day's market.

 

The hour just before sundown was a time when allclasses of people mingled in the streets; when couriersremoved their headbands and guild badges and walkedhome to their wives and supper, whistling. Arakasi fetchedhis wheeled barrow and began to gather up his hoe, rake,and trowels. He watched the arched doorway of the librarykeenly, anticipating the distractions of the hour to cover theemergence of his errand boy; workers were wearied fromtheir labors and thinking of the evening meal, while thecurtains of the nobles' litters would be drawn closed, tosequester them from the gaping of commoners.

 

The moment the youth appeared, Arakasi would leavethe garden, pushing his barrow, and the scribe would passhim but for a brief moment, close enough to deposit hisreport among the tools.

 

Arakasi heard the sound first as a distortion upon the air,almost dismissed amid the rumble of a wine broker's draythat ground over the cobbles beyond the gate. then instincthad him ducking down behind his wheelbarrow before thevehicle passed, and his ears identified the disturbance forwhat it was: the bone-aching, arcane buzzing that precededthe appearance of a Great One.

 

An icy sweat drenched the back of his neck. Had theycome for him? Traced his presence to a ploy of Lady Mara's?Habit alone held Arakasi to his cover, that of a sunburnedgardener putting up his tools at the end of his day's labor.

His heart raced and his hands shook like those of a manwith the palsy. He had known fear in his life, many times;but never before had it held any power over him. It hadnever, until Kamlio, breached the guarded inner core ofhis heart.

 

The pair of Black Robes appeared an eyeblink later. Theunnerving buzz died away, leaving a silence no longer filledwith the drone of foraging bees. The sounds of the streetseemed strangely removed, as if the world began and endedat the marble pillars that flanked the garden gates.

Arakasi did not have to feign awe as he threw himselfdown behind the wheelbarrow, his face pressed against thedusty furrows his own rake had scribed in the earth.

The Great Ones took no heed of him. As though hewere no more alive than a carved statue, they moveddown the garden path toward the gateway and stoppedunder the shadow of the arch. Their eyes stayed trainedintently on the library's front stairs across the street. Theirbacks were turned; from Arakasi's vantage, their feetwere shod incongruously in velvet shoes better suited forcarpeted indoor floors. They ignored the common gardenercrouched behind them as if he were but another feature ofthe surroundings, not a person able to overhear them.

One dark, hooded head bent close to that of his comrade.'He should be along any moment now. The scrying showedhe would cross the street and head in this direction.'

The magician so addressed returned a barely perceptiblenod.

 

Arakasi felt little relief when he realised that the BlackRobes had not come for him. Still trembling, nearlyparalysed with fear, he dared a peek outward. Abovethe tines of the rake, framed between the enigmatic blackforms of the magicians standing under the arch, he saw hismessenger at last emerged from the library, a laden satchelslung from a strap across his shoulder.

 

'There!' The Great One who had spoken pointed at theyoung figure of the scribe as he moved at a normal pacedown the steps. 'There he is.'

A nod of the second hooded head answered, and in anunusually deep voice. 'As you guessed, his satchel carriesscrolls.'

 

'Subject?' The first magician's voice was curt.

His fellow closed his eyes, placed one hand against hisforehead, and gestured in the air with the other. Hispasses perhaps described a spell, or a symbol, or someincomprehensible ritual of power. The Spy Master felt hisflesh prickle, as the tingle of magic visited him.

The low voice rumbled as the magician said, 'It's a list.The imperial requisitions for funds for the arts. Victoryarches, commemorative statues, memorials ...' A pausewhile the two Black Robes seemed to ponder this. Thenthe cold-voiced one said, 'The time period of these lists issensitive to our interests. Very.'





 

Arakasi clenched his hands in his plain worker's smock,fearful that the drum roll of his heartbeat could be heardover the stillness of the garden.

 

A lady's litter passed, hurried along by bearer slavesadorned with silk headcloths. Delayed by the traffic, thescribe paused on the other side of the street. Traces ofa woman's perfume twined over the scents of bloomingflowers, and the earthier odor of needra soil left byanimal-drawn conveyances. The Black Robes whispered,craning their necks to regain sight of Arakasi's messenger,who, all unsuspecting, now crossed the teeming mainthoroughfare with the jaunty stride of a boy who anticipatesa reward in centis to spend at the taverns.

 

'Certainly he should be questioned,' said the magicianwith the cold voice. 'It's unlikely the boy is conductingsuch research on his own. We must detain him and findout whether anyone might have hired or forced him toferret out such facts.'

 

The other Great One murmured agreement.

 

Arakasi felt a jolt of near panic. If the scribe were forcedto talk, his cover would instantly become forfeit. And,even before Kamlio, even without his awakened sense ofvulnerability, the Spy Master understood he would haveno chance of keeping secrets through an interrogationby those able to read thoughts. Mara's hand would berevealed, instantly and inescapably, and the continuanceof the Acoma be put in jeopardy.

 

He must act.

 

Cold under his worker's smock, Arakasi felt the metal ofhis throwing knives. Propped up on one forearm, he gropedto loosen his sash. His hands felt sweat-slick and numb ashe reached under his robe and grasped the ebony handlesof two blades: one for the hapless scribe, the second forhimself. He must kill an innocent man in cold blood, andimmediately cut his own throat. After that he must hope theRed God would take him before the magicians could bindhis wal to his body and force him to speak in betrayal.

The Black Robes had stepped together, obscuring Arakasi'sview of the street. Fear bound his chest like a rope. Theblade in his trembling hand, poised to throw, felt like adead thing, a splinter. His belly was on fire with nausea.Almost, he hoped the worst might happen: that themagicians would not move, and that the scribe wouldstep in through the arches to his garden rendezvous,unknowing.

 

'He comes,' murmured the first magician. The pair movedapart, deeper into the shadows. Like still, hooded statues,on either side of the gateway arch, they waited for the manwho wove across the busy thoroughfare.

 

The press momentarily thinned. A cake seller walkedby, trailing the scent of cinnamon. Two boys ran, chasingeach other and shouting, while a puppy gamboled in andout between their legs. The scribe dodged around a portlywater seller, his expression preoccupied, and his ink-stainedfingers taut on the flap of his satchel.

He stepped into the shaded walkway before the gardengate.

 

Arakasi fought back revulsion. He had killed, manytimes. Never had he reacted like this. Mortality had heldno meaning to his stone-hard heart, and he had felt noweakening rush of empathy for his victim. His will faltered,even as he cocked his arm to throw.

 

Sunlight flashed silver on the knife blade, drawing thescribe's notice. His eyes widened, even as the Great Onesstepped into view, clearly intending to intercept him.

Arakasi bit his lip. He must act! He measured distance,aimed, and battled to banish his inner sickness.

'Halt,' the leftmost magician commanded in his ringing,metallic voice.

 

The scribe did as bidden, paralysed with terror.

'We would question you,' said the second magician, hisvoice a gritty bass.

 

In a state of trembling pallor, the scribe said, 'Your will,Great Ones.'

 

Gripping the wheelbarrow as though his fingers mightpunch through weathered wood, Arakasi forced his clamorof feelings to stillness. Murder must have shown in his eyesas he rose to one knee to throw, for the scribe staggeredback, panic written plain on his face. He saw certain deathin Arakasi's hand, and in a knife blade flashing downwardinto the beginning of a throw.

 

He broke and spun. His satchel banged against his hipas he dodged in desperation back into the crowded street,running as though his heart might burst.

 

The deep-voiced magician stiffened in surprise. The othershouted, outraged, 'He defies us!'

 

The Black Robe nearest the gate raised his hands. Acrash like thunder shocked the air, rattling the tools inthe wheelbarrow, and flattening the flowers in a suddenlyscything breeze. Arakasi was thrown flat against the earth.He shoved his blades under his prostrate body and hid hisface behind his hands, while blast after blast shook thegarden, accompanied by flashes like lightning. Screamserupted in the street, and sounds of fleeing footsteps andthe bawl of terrified needra. A carter snapped his goadto whip up a laden wagon, and the puppy that had beenfrolicking with the beggar boys began yelping. Shiveringuncontrollably, Arakasi peered between his fingers.

Except for the passersby who ran helter-skelter awayfrom the garden entry, the street looked little different;the setting sun still cast red light across the library stair,and temple incense wafted upon the air. Except that itssweet odor now mingled with a scent of charred meat, anda pitiful smoking lump lay on the cobbles, unrecognisableas anything human. Nearby, untouched by the blast, resteda spilled satchel of scrolls that turned and rolled, their endsflapping in the dying eddies of wind.

 

'Why would the fool have run?' ruminated the magicianwith the low voice. To his companion, he added, 'Youshould have not been so quick to burn him to a cinder,Tapek. Now we have no idea who employed him. This timeyou've indulged your temper at the cost of information.'

The other Great One defended his act in disgust. 'Thereare only two possible suspects, the Acoma or the Anasati.No one else has a motive to send for inquiry into thearchives. And it is unthinkable that any lesser man shoulddefy us, and be allowed to disobey.' He turned from thegate, his downturned mouth clearly visible beneath hishood. His gaze flicked over the wheelbarrow, and thegardener's tools, and settled, ice-hard, upon the prostratefigure of Arakasi.

 

Mara's Spy Master felt the touch of that stare like a spearthrust in the back. He could not stop trembling, nor did hedare to move. With the breath stopped in his throat, he heldhis pose of submission.

 

The magician stepped closer. Velvet-shod feet stoppedbare inches from his face. Mingled with the dust and thewee green scent of broken flowers, Arakasi could smell thepungency of ozone.

 

'Did you know that man?' demanded the Great One.

Incapable of speech, Arakasi shook his head.

 

The second Black Robe moved up to join his companion.'He could be lying. we must be sure,' he said, his voice athunder of doom in Arakasi's ears. He stepped nearer.

Arakasi sensed motion, as if the magician made a passwith his hands.

 

'Who was that man?' came the deep voice of the mage.'Answer!'

 

The honed edge of spellcraft cut through the Spy Master'smind. Trapped by undeniable power, he felt his lungs expelair, and his lips and tongue forced to speech. 'He was buta scribe,' he heard himself say. 'His name was unknownto me.'

 

Arakasi closed his eyes in fear. Sadness at never seeingKamlio again clashed against his most vivid memory ofthat afternoon they had shared in physical love, her languidsmile and hard eyes trapping his heart forever. Across hisjumble of recollection, the voice of a Great One said, 'Hismind is chaos. He thinks we shall kill him and . .~. he longsto see a woman.' Harsh laughter escaped the magician. 'Thefool dreams of a beautiful young courtesan he once knew.His only thought is to see her once more before he dies.'

Arakasi felt the compulsion born of magic dispel from

his mind and body, even as the other Black Robe said, 'Aguilty man would be thinking of his master or escape.'That Arakasi remained too stunned to move lent credibilityto Tapek's conclusion. 'No, he-is not our man. Thescribe's contact fled, no doubt. This witless old gardenerknows nothing.' His manner shifted toward irritation.'You were correct to chide me. Still, we now knowsomeone seeks forbidden knowledge. We must return tothe Assembly.'

 

The pair stepped away.

 

His sweat-drenched body coated with clinging dust,Arakasi lay still. His ears recorded the sharp buzzingsound, and the inrush of air as the Great Ones departed.But it was dusk before his strength returned. He rose shakilyto his feet and stood for a long time with his weight bracedagainst his wheelbarrow.

 

Outside the gates, in the street, Imperial whites weredirecting slaves to clear away the remains of the scribe.A drudge hovered to one side with a bucket and brush,to scrub the charred mark from the cobblestones. Aroundthis tableau the fine, sequined litters of the nobles carveda wide berth. The ragged street boys that gathered to stareat anything unusual were tonight nowhere in evidence.

Arakasi sat on the edge of his wheelbarrow and listened tothe rasp of night insects, while the afterglow faded from thesky. The moon spread copper light over the wilting heads ofshorn blossoms. He did not need to see the scrolls that thescribe had died to bring him. The presence of the GreatOnes confirmed the truth behind his hunches concerningthe histories. Soon he would have to slip away and makea report to Lady Mara.

 

Worse was the inward uncertainty born during the heatof his peril. Even now he could not determine whether heactually could have fulfilled his duty. Even now he didnot know if he would have followed through and thrownthe knife.

 

Mara, Arakasi thought to himself, Lady. I have becomea liability to your cause.

 

But in the cool night, no answer came. He could do nomore than his best, for his Lady had no one else whocould approach the measure of his skills. And as wellas he knew her, Arakasi believed that if his mistresswere to face him now, there would be no reproach inher eyes.

 

She understood his conflicts. The gift of that, in a rulingmistress, almost moved him to tears. As he shifted to hisfeet and raised the dew-wet handles of the wheelbarrow,Arakasi wondered whether his Lady's compassion wouldbe great enough to break through Kamlio's bitterness.Almost he laughed at his thought, in terrible, edgedself-reproach. How very near the Assembly had come tolearning everything about his Lady's plot to thwart theirdecree. Long before Kamlio might find herself, all of themmight be dead, charred and smoking like the corpse in thestreet, and with as little warning.
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Advice

 

Mara sat quietly, her daughter a warm weight claspedagainst her shoulder. Fat, baby hands tangled in her hair,reaching for the carved bead earrings she wore. Kasumawas enchanted by anything red, and if she could close herhand around whatever object held her fancy, she woulddeterminedly try to stuff it into her mouth. The Lady ofthe Acoma rescued her jewelry from the tiny Shinzawai heirby sliding her downward and bouncing her on her knee.The child's coo of delight mingled with Justin's shouts thatdrifted in through the screen. The boy continued to studya warrior's skills, and under Lujan's unforgiving tutelagewas swinging a practice sword at a pell. Impatient as hisbarbarian father, the boy insistently cried to his teacher thatwooden posts were stupid, that he should be permitted tostrike at something that could move. Like the jigabirds hehad been punished for harassing yesterday, Mara thoughtwith a half-smile. The cooks would as soon be quit ofJustin's pranks.

 

The Lady savored the moment. Since her parting fromHokanu, rare intervals like these brought the only happinessshe knew.

 

Kasuma gave her a wet smile. Mara touched the baby'snose, intentionally slowing her movement to allow the littlehands that thrashed to catch her bracelets and make themchime. Today, along with her everyday jade, she wore thepriceless copper wristband once given her by Chipino ofthe Xacatecas, expressly to please her child. Kasuma'sglee warmed her. Is this how my mother would havefelt, wondered the Lady of the Acoma, looking downinto my face? How different the course of her life mighthave been had her mother lived. Would she have stayed onand vowed service in Lashima's temple, while Lady Oskirobecame Ruling Lady of the Acoma? Would her motherhave ruled as Isashani had, through gentle female wiles?Or would desperation have driven her to try dangerousinnovations?

 

Mara sighed. This endless circling of supposition servednothing. All that she knew of her mother was a paintedportrait Lord Sezu had commissioned before the Lady'suntimely death in childbirth.

 

From the yard outside, Lujan's voice called in reprimand,and the whack of Justin's practice strokes resumed at asteadier rhythm. Mara could not hear the clack of awooden sword without being reminded of Ayaki. WhileJustin looked nothing like her departed firstborn, therecame the odd moment when a glance, a turn of the head,or boyish laughter would call his older brother to mind.Ayaki would have passed his manhood ceremony, Mararealised. That many years had gone by. He would havebeen fitted for battle armor, not the pretty ceremonialregalia given to young boys - she twisted her thoughtsaway from useless dreaming. Aware of Kasuma's fingerspicking at her bracelets, Mara had to force herself not tobrood upon the other child by Hokanu, the one taken beforebirth by the Hamoi Tong.

 

In another hour, her two remaining children would begone, sent on the road with a trusted retinue to the ImperialHousehold in Kentosani. They would be safer there untilHokanu won free of his Shinzawai obligations and wasable to return home to the lakeside estate.

 

Mara shut her eyes. Tomorrow would see her off on herown journey, one that would begin in known territory, butthat could lead her far beyond the familiar. She took thislast interval to savor her little daughter. The gods onlyknew how long she might be away. The years of Ayaki'sgrowing that she had missed while away on war campaignin Dustari hurt her the worst, in retrospect. Now that theboy was gone, she resented the years that politics had forcedher from his side.

 

Worst, most poignantly, she did not want Kasumagrowing up with no memory of her mother beyond apainted image.

 

A soft baby foot thumped her in the chin. Mara smiled,opened her eyes, and sighed to see the wet nurse return tocollect her daughter. The day was passing too quickly. Thelarge woman bowed, brisk in the face of her duty. Plainlyshe did not enjoy being witness to a mother's parting fromher child.

 

'It's all right,' Mara reassured her. 'I know there arethings to pack, and Kasuma should have a chance tonap before she is bundled off in a litter with her brother.Justin won't let her sleep, he'll be so busy brandishinghis stick sword at make-believe robbers through the littercurtains.'

 

The nurse's sternness softened. 'My Lady, your little oneswill both be well and happy. You must not worry.'

'Don't let the Emperor spoil them.' Mara warned,hugging Kasuma so tightly the baby wailed in protest.'He's terrible with children, always giving them sweets, orjewels that the babies only end up putting in their mouths.He'll cause one of the poor things to choke one day, unlessone of his silly wives finds nerve enough to teach him what'ssafe for an infant.'

 

'Don't worry,' the nurse admonished once again. Personally,she thought it was greed that kept the imperial mothersfrom restraining their consort's generosity. She held outhuge, warm hands and accepted Kasuma from her mother.The child cried harder, reaching chubby fingers toward theretreating clink of the bracelets.

'Shhh. There, little blossom,' crooned the nurse. 'Giveyour mother a smile to take with her on the road.'

That moment, while Mara fought a sadness that pressedher near to tears, a single chime cut the air. In the courtyard,the clack of Justin's practice stopped abruptly. By his howlof annoyance, Mara presumed Lujan had reached out andcaught the stick in mid-swing. Her eyes locked with thoseof the nurse, sick with hidden fear. 'Go,' she said. 'Quickly.Buy what you need on the road, if you must, but headstraight for the litter. Lujan will bring Justin, and assemblean escort and bearers, if it is not already too late.'

The nurse gave a quick, scared bow, Kasuma's criesmuffled against her shoulder. Then she bolted for thedoor As well as her mistress, she knew: the chime thathad sounded heralded the coming of a Great One.

Mara shook off paralysis. Heart pounding in apprehension,she shoved away the wrenching grief that she had notbeen able to say farewell to her son. Although logic insistedthat if the Great Ones chose to act against her, the boy wouldbe no better off on the road, a mother's instinct would notbe denied: to send the children away from pending troubleas fast and as far as possible. She wrenched her eyes fromthe empty doorway where the nurse had disappeared withher daughter, and clapped for her runner slave. 'Summonmy adviser. Quickly.' She started to ask also for her maid,to bring a fresh robe and a comb to repair the tangles leftby Kasuma, but stopped herself.

 

The rare metal she wore on her wrist was sufficientto impress, and she doubted her nerves could withstandeven the minute of stillness required to have a maid tidyher hair.

 

Barely able to master her dread, Mara left the comfortof the garden outside her quarters. She hasteneddown dim hallways, the waxed wooden floors soundingstrangely hollow under her tread, after the stoneshe had grown accustomed to in the lakeside manor tothe north.

 

Every estate house had a room with a pattern inset intothe floor, which provided a place for the magicians of theAssembly to arrive by arcane means. While the decor of suchchambers varied from plain to ostentatious, the summoningsymbol was unique to each. Mara stepped through the lowdoorway into the five-sided room. She took her place justoutside the mosaic in green-and-white tile that depicted theshatra bird that was her family symbol. A stiff nod was thebest she could manage to acknowledge the presence of Saricand Chubariz, the hadonra appointed by Jican to manageher ancestral estates. At the sound of the chime, both had ~presented themselves, as was appropriate to a Great One'sappearance. A moment later, Lujan arrived, breathing hard,

his gaze fixed, and his grip taut on his sword.

A second chime sounded,- signaling the moment of arrival.A crack of displaced air ruffled Mara's loose hair andtwisted the plumes of Lujan's formal helm. Mara clenchedher jaw and forced her eyes straight ahead.

 

In the center of the pattern stood a bearded man in brownrobes. He wore no ornaments. His garments were not of silkbut of woven wool, clasped at the waist with a leather beltand a brass buckle of barbarian design. He wore boots, not sandals,and in the close heat of the windowless chamber,a flush touched his pale skin.

 

Saric and Lujan both hesitated, halfway into their bows.;They had expected a man in black, a Great One of theAssembly. No magician they had heard of wore other;than the traditional jet robe, and certainly none sporteda beard.

 

Mara bent in obeisance, prolonging the motion to allowfor furious thought. The City of the Magicians might lie tothe north of Ontoset, but the climate was not cold enoughto freeze. Only one reason could account for the dress ofher caller: he was not Tsurani-born. Her impulsive notesent across the rift the month before must have attracted ananswer. Before her stood the barbarian magician Milamber,whose powers unleashed in wrath had once freed slaves anddevastated the Imperial Games.

 

Mara's fear did not lessen at her deduction. ThisMidkemian's beliefs were unknown to her. She had witnessedthe violence of his acts, which had culminated in exilefrom the Assembly that had given him his early training. Hisloyalties and his volatile temperament might still be theirs;his swift and direct arrival after her vague overture wasdisconcerting, when Mara had anticipated no reply moreelaborate than a letter.

 

Although Milamber would not be here on direct businessof the Assembly, there was no guarantee he would not rectain the interest of his Tsurani counterparts. Events betweenthe worlds since his disgrace had caused him to work inleague with them. Mara arose from her bow. 'Great One,'she opened in the steadiest voice she could manage, 'youhonor my house.'

 

The dark eyes that met Mara's seemed to hold veiledamusement. 'I am no Great One, Lady Mara. Just callme Pug.'

 

Mara's brow creased. 'Did I mistake? Is your name notMilamber?'

 

Busily studying the unfurnished, wood-paneled room,Pug answered with an informality that typified mostMidkemians. 'It was. But I prefer to be known by thename given me in my homeland.'

 

'Very well, Pug.' Mara introduced her First Adviser andher Force Commander. Then, left at a loss as to how sheshould behave, and unwilling to be first to broach deepermatters, she said, 'May I offer you refreshments?'

Pug's attention swung back, disconcertingly intense. Butthe hands that had raised such fearful powers of destructionin Kentosani remained still at his sides. He did nothing morethan nod his head.

 

Mara led the way down the wooden stair, through thedim inner corridors, to the great-hall. Saric, Lujan, andher hadonra followed at a respectful distance, their eyesalive with curiosity and awe. The Acoma First Adviserhad heard his cousin's account of the destruction at theImperial Games many times over hwaet beer. Lujan movedon his toes with alertness, aware that he dared not so muchas think of handling his weapons before a man of suchpower; Saric sized up the barbarian magician, wrinklinghis nose at the strange musq odors of birch smoke andcallow that clung to the man's clothing. Pug was a man ofnormal height for a Tsurani, which made him short by thestandards of his homeland. He looked unassuming, exceptfor his eyes, which were deep in mystery and terrifying fortheir pent power.

 

As the party entered through the wide doors leading tothe great hall, Pug said, 'A pity you are not at your usualabode, my Lady Mara. I had heard of the Great Hallof the Minwanabi when I lived within the Empire. Thedescriptions of the architecture fascinated me.' In an almostamiable tone, he elaborated, 'You know I also built myestate upon the property of a fallen family. Near Ontoset,the former home of the Tuscai.' Mara glanced at her guest.There was nothing friendly about his eyes, which lookeddeeply into hers. If he was indicating he knew somethingof her household, her Force Commander, First Adviser, andSpy Master all having served the Tuscai, he showed only apleasant facade. Always moving, Pug's glance roved overthe room where Mara's Acoma ancestors had held court.Typical of most Tsurani halls, it was open on two sides,screens leading to a shaded portico. The ceiling was vaultedbeam, roofed over with wood and tile, and the floors, waxedparquet that showed the wear of generations.

'Impressive,' he added, in reference to the war standsstrung in rows from the rafters. 'Your family is among theoldest in the Empire, I understand.' He smiled, and yearsdropped away from his face. 'I assume you've changed the~ decor since taking possession of your other abode? TheLord Tasaio's tastes were said to be execrable.'{'His bantering tone set Mara at ease. Though shesuspected that was his purpose, and was loath to put dher guard, she was grateful to let taut nerves loosen. 'andMy late enemy liked his cushions in leather and fur,his tables inlaid with bone. There were more swords andshields decorating the walls than Jican inventoried in theMinwanabi armory, and the only silk we found was inbattle screamers and war trappings. The guest rooms lookedlike an officers' barracks. But how do you know so much ofmy dead enemies?'

 

Pug laughed with such openness that it was impossiblenot to share in his mirth. 'Hochopepa. The old gofficiated at Tasaio's ritual suicide, and if you recall,quite portly. His letters to me held complaint that there wasno seat in Tasaio's household that was not hard, upholsteredwith wooden tacks, and narrow across the cushions

made for a man in battle trim.' -~ ~

 

Mara smiled. 'Kevin of Zun often told me that thesubdued art here would be counted "garish" in yourOne might argue that tastes are a function of perspe.The Lady of the Acoma waved her guest toward theof cushions that lined the dais where the ruler in residenceheld court. 'So I have learned over the years, yet so'it is easy to forget.'

 

Pug deferred to her, allowing Lujan to seat herfirst. As a Great One, he would have been entitledshown that honor. But up close, he was unassumingcommoner. Mara found it difficult to equate this;man with the figure of towering pride and powerhad single-handedly ruined a former Warlord. But it tookmore than appearances to settle her adviser and her ForceCommander. Saric and Lujan waited until the magician hadmade himself comfortable before they sat themselves. Hermore retiring hadonra looked as if he were on trial for acapital crime.

 

Servants hurried in with trays, offering meat and cheesesand fresh fruits. Others brought hot water and an assortmentof beverages. Pug helped himself to a plate with slicedjomach, and before Mara's trained staff could offer, pouredhimself what he must have presumed would be chocha. Hesipped, and the half-moons of his eyes visible over his cupwidened in surprise. 'Tea!'

 

Mara fussed in worry. 'Did you wish something else? Mycook can have chocha brewed shortly, if that is your wish,Great One.'

 

Pug held up his hand. 'No, tea is fine. I'm startled to findit here.' Then his eyes narrowed as he added, 'Though byall reports, little to do with the Lady of the Acoma shouldbe surprising.'

 

Infused with sudden uneasiness, particularly that heshould be acquainted with her affairs across the rift, Maradrew breath to demur. 'Great One-'

 

Pug interrupted. 'Please. I renounced that title when itwas offered, at the time the Assembly asked to reinstate me.'At Saric's startled lift of brows, the Midkemian magiciannodded. 'Yes. They retracted my order of exile, after theconflict with the Enemy that came to threaten both ourworlds. I am now also a Prince, by adoption into the royalfamily. But I prefer Pug, magician of Stardock, to any othertitle.' He helped himself to more tea, then loosened his woolcollar to ease himself in Kelewan's warmer climate. 'How isHokanu? I have not seen him since' - a frown knitted hisbrows - 'since just after the battle of Sethanon.'

Mara sighed, hiding sadness as she nibbled a bit offruit from the tray. 'He is well, but contending with someunpleasant rivalries among his cousins since he inheritedhis father's title.'

 

Regret played across Pug's expression as he set downhis cup. The jomach lay untasted beneath his hands,which were fine-skinned, the nails impeccably manicured.'Kamatsu was one of the finest men this land has known.He will be missed. In many ways, I owe him for what Iam today.' Then, as if uncomfortable with dark thoughts,Pug grinned. 'Has Hokanu developed the same passion forhorses that consumes his brother?'

 

Mara shook her head. 'He enjoys them, but not nearlyso much as Kasumi did.' Quietly, sadly, she added, 'OrAyaki.'

 

Pug focused on the reference with the open, barbariansympathy that in Kevin had so often been disconcerting.'The death of your son was a tragedy, Mara. I have aboy close to his age. He is so bursting with life-' Hebroke off, fingering his sleeves in discomfort. 'You havebeen very brave, to endure such a loss without becomingcallous or uncaring.'

 

It was uncanny, how much this barbarian magician knewof her affairs and her heart. Mara flashed a glance at Saric,who looked on the verge of comment. She signaled her wishto speak first, before courage forsook her entirely.

'Pug,' she opened, the familiar address coming awkwardly, 'I sent you that message out of desperation.'

 

Pug folded his hands in his cuffs and regarded her,

utterly still. 'Perhaps it would be wise to start from thebeginning.'

 

His eyes were old, as if he had beheld vistas wider thanthe human mind should encompass, and griefs more terriblethan the loss of a single child. For an instant, Mara glimpsedpast his mystery, to the powers that coiled within this manwhose manner seemed easy as a daatty cousin's. She recalledthe black-robed figure that had single-handedly destroyedthe Imperial Arena, a gigantic stone edifice that had takendecades to build. Hundreds had died, and thousandshad been injured in a fearful explosion of power, allbecause Milamber, this magician, had objected to thebrutality of human combat as a display. Despite hiseveryday appearance and warm manner, he was a mageof unknowable dimension. Mara shivered sharply, feelinglike a girl before the awareness of leashed might that thisman seemed to hide so adroitly.

 

And yet it must equally be recognised that, alone, Pughad flown in the face of tradition, and had earned himselfexile for deeds the Assembly could not countenance. If theAcoma were to gain protection, he was a potential key toknowledge. ~

 

Mara chose to risk all. She dismissed Lujan and heradvisers, and when she was alone with the barbarianmagician, she spoke freely. She began with the year thedeath of her father and brother forced her to assume controlof her house, and recounted the triumphs and defeats thathad followed. She spoke without pause, neglecting her teaand the food on the tray for a long time, finally endingwith her confrontation with the Anasati that had broughtintervention by the Assembly.

 

Pug interrupted with a question. From that point forward,he asked often for clarification of a thought orenumeration of a detail, or probed her to learn the motivebehind an action. Mara was impressed at the quality ofhis memory, for he often asked for more information onsomething mentioned more than a half hour prior. WhenMara mentioned Arakasi's latest findings concerning thelapses of continuity in ancient documents in the ImperialArchives, Pug's questions became yet more pointed.

'Why did you wish my help in these matters?' he askedat last, his tone deceptively mild.

Mara knew nothing would suffice but total honesty.'It has become apparent that the Assembly might opposeme, not to keep peace, but to arrest change within theEmpire. Great Ones have been reining the nations backfrom growth for more than a thousand years, if myadvisers and my Spy Master's assessments are correct.'Although she might be judged and destroyed for theboldness of her accusation, Mara shed her uncertainties.If she backed away from this chance to gain knowledge,the Acoma were lost anyway. She forced herself to frame inclear words what had become a lifetime's dedication sinceAyaki's death. 'Your Midkemian ways have shown thetime-honored traditions we Tsurani most revere becomedestructive when they result in stagnation. We have becomea cruel people, since the Golden Bridge. Merit has beenreplaced by- elaborate codes of honor, and by a rigidcaste system. I would see change, and an end to mercilesspolitics for personal honor. I would see our Lords becomeaccountable for their actions, and our slaves set free. ButI suspect the Assembly would prevent even the Light ofHeaven enacting such shifts in policy.'

 

Mara looked up to find Pug staring into his emptyteacup. Late sunlight slashed the wooden floors, and thecheeses had half melted on the food tray. Hours had passed,all unnoticed. Ruefully Mara realised that the Midkemianmagician's questioning had not only caused her to revealmore than she had planned, but also had crystallised herthinking, ordered her mind and delineated exactly whichproblems lay ahead of her. More in awe of the barbarianmagician than before, since she had not noticed his moldingof her thoughts, Mara clenched her hands together. In afever of anxiety, she awaited his terrible judgment, or thegift of his understanding.

 

For a while nothing moved in the great hall but the warbanners stirred by the breeze. At last Pug broke his silence.'Much in what you say puts me in mind of things I havefelt . . . things I have done.'

 

Nervously Mara said, 'I don't follow.'

 

Pug smiled. 'Let us simplify by saying that the Assemblyis filled with disagreement. From without, the society ofmagicians might seem a monolithic entity, a body thatoccasionally intervenes in the affairs of the Empire, buthabitually keeps itself separate.' He gestured widely as folkfrom his culture were wont to do. 'That is far from the case.Each Great One may act as he sees fit, upon any occasion,for his training is predicated upon serving the Empire.'

Mara nodded.

 

Pug's gaze caught hers, dark with an irony that mighthave been amusement had the topic been less grave.'However, there are times when two magicians may haveradically different views of how best to serve. On rareoccasions, disagreements give rise to conflict.'

Mara dared a supposition. 'Then some of the Great Onesmay not sanction the intervention in my war against theAnasati?'

 

'They would be the minority,' Pug allowed. Perhapshis own memories of exile from the Assembly came tomind, for he seemed to weigh Mara's eagerness. 'I amalso sure that others argued that your death would solvethe matter quickly.' Deliberately careful in his wording, heneither confirmed nor denied her speculations concerningthe Assembly's hold over the Empire's development; in baldfact, he had told her little that Fumita had not already hintedto Hokanu at Kamatsu's death rites.

 

Mara restrained her frustration as Pug rose, plainly withintent to end the interview. Desperate not to lose her hopeof aid, she blurted, 'I wrote you on the chance you mightknow how I may defend myself against the Assembly if theneed arises.'

 

'I thought as much.' Suddenly hard as barbarian iron,Pug laced his hands together under his wide sleeves andregarded her as she, too, arose to her feet. 'Walk with meto the pattern.'

 

Mara waved back the servants who closed in to collectthe food tray, and the two warriors who moved from theirpositions by the outer door, to accompany her as escort.Aware that Pug could depart from any place in her house,she surmised that his request stemmed from a wish forprivacy. As she led from the great hall into the dimmerinner corridor, Pug drew her to his side with a touch uponher arm. 'Why should you have concern for your safety,Mara of the Acoma?' Softly he added, 'If you were a goodchild who ceased troubling your parents, you would havenothing to fear by way of punishment.'

 

In better times, Mara might have smiled at the image.'The last agent I sent into the Imperial Archives to researchsignificant financial discrepancies in certain historical periodswas destroyed outright by the Assembly.'

 

As if Pug had been born knowing the halls of a strangehouse, he turned up the steps toward the pattern room.

'Knowledge can be a dangerous thing, Mara of theAcoma.'

 

He did not ask which years her agent had inquired into,or what findings he had unearthed; his silence on thosepoints only underscored Mara's fears. She stepped intothe pattern room at the magician's side. Pug turned andclosed the door. She did not see the pass he made with

his hands, but her flesh felt chilled as if a cold wind blewacross her, and she knew that a spell had been invoked. Pugstraightened, his expression grave. 'For a few minutes, noone, not even the most gifted of my former brethren, canhear what you say.'

 

Mara's face drained of color. 'Great Ones could listen towhat passed in my great hall?'

 

Pug smiled in quick reassurance. 'Most likely it neveroccurred to any of them to try- it's considered a breach ofproper behavior. Though I can't guarantee that much forHochopepa if the matter is weighty enough. He's a bit of asnoop.' The last was said with affection, and Mara realisedthat the portly magician must have been one of Pug's friendsant supporters, after the upheaval in the Imperial Arena. Asmuch as any Black Robe could be, this Hochopepa mightbe sympathetic to the Acoma cause.

 

Pug's next question caught her back from speculativethought. 'Mara, you realise that the changes you work forwill turn the Empire upon its collective ear?'

Tired to her bones from the strain, Mara leaned backagainst the wood-paneled walls and regarded the shatrabird symbol inset into the floor. 'Should we continue as wehave, and be ruled by men who murder children, and letgood people become beaten down and ruined by servitudewhen their talents and efforts deserve better? Jiro of theAnasati and the faction he leads would see petty powerstruggles take precedence over all else. It is heresy for meto say so, but I no longer can believe that the gods endorsesuch waste.'

 

Pug made a deprecating gesture. 'Then why concern theAssembly? Have an assassin dispose of Jiro. You certainlyhave wealth enough to buy his death.'

 

The ordinary callousness of his statement at last disarmedher. Mara forgot he was a magician, forgot his terriblepowers, forgot all but her own bitter anguish. 'Gods, don'tspeak to me of assassins! I destroyed the Hamoi Tongbecause they were too readily available as a weapon forgrasping Ruling Lords to further their own selfish causes.The Acoma have never dealt with assassins! I will see my linedead and lost to memory before I begin such practice. Seventimes have I been marked for death. Three times the lives ofmy loved ones have been sent to Turakamu's halls by thetong in my place. I have lost two sons and the mother of myheart to its bloody hands.' Then, reawakened to awarenessof whom she addressed, she finished, 'There is more to thisthan my hatred of assassins. Jiro's death might settle honor,but that ends nothing, solves nothing. The Assembly wouldstill seek to ruin my house. Because Ichindar, and Hokanu,and I myself as Servant of the Empire, all seek to replacewhat is missing from our lives.'

 

'Missing?' Pug prompted as he folded his arms acrosshis chest.

 

'Within us. Within the Empire.'

 

'Go on.'

 

Mara looked deep into Pug's eyes. 'Do you know Kevinof Zun?'

 

Pug nodded. 'Not well. I first met him here-'

 

'When?' Disrupted utterly from her train of thought,Mara's eyes widened in disbelief. 'You never called uponme. Surely I would have remembered such a momentousevent!'

 

Pug regarded her with bitter humor. 'I was of a somewhatlower station at that time, being one of Master Hokanu'sslaves. Kevin and I exchanged only a few words. But Ihave seen him once since his return to the Prince's courtin Krondor, in a reception for the border barons.'

Mara repressed a wild leap of the heart. In a tight whispershe asked, 'Is he well?' Her eyes pleaded.

 

Pug nodded, aware of the deeper emotions behind thatsimple question. In answer to a need her pride would neveracknowledge, he volunteered, 'Kevin has made a name forhimself in the service of Prince Arutha. Third sons of minornobles need to find their way by their wits. From what I haveheard and seen, he does well indeed. He serves in the northof the Kingdom, with Baron Highcastle, and has advancedin rank several times, I believe.'

 

Mara's voice fell and her eyes lowered as she softly said,'Has he wed?'

'I do not know, I'm sorry to say. Stardock is far fromcourt, and detailed news does not always reach us.' WhenMara raised her gaze, Pug observed, 'Though I'm unsurewhich answer would please you most, yes or no.'

Mara loosed a rueful laugh. 'I do not know either.'

Golden light seeped under the door as a servant lit lampsin the hallway; dusk lent purple shadows to the closedconfines of the pattern room. Suddenly reawakened to thepassage of time, Pug said briskly, 'I must go.' He forestalledMara's second attempt to delay him, saying, 'I have no giftfor you of magic or wisdom, Lady. I am not of the Assembly,but even still, the oaths I swore when I was admitted to itsbrotherhood bind my mind, if not my heart. Even with mypowers, some training is difficult to disobey. I cannot aidyou in your struggle. But I can offer this. You are wise toseek counsel outside the Empire, for you will find few allieswithin.'

 

Mara's eyes narrowed as she realised that he knew of hersecret preparations to journey over the borders; but how hehad found out, or what made him able to read beyond whatshe had taken pains to conceal as a pilgrimage, she couldnot guess. 'So it's true the cho-ja may not aid me.'

Pug's face split into a grin. He moved away from herside, almost boyish in his delight. 'You are further along inunraveling the great mystery than I would have thought.'His expression returned to a neutral mask as he finished,'Those within the Empire who might wish to be your alliesare prevented. No, you must seek outside the Nations.'

'Where?' Mara pressed. 'The Kingdom of the Isles?' Butat once she knew the lead she suggested was a false hope.Already, she spoke with the most powerful man frombeyond the rift.

 

Pug stretched his arms out, letting the sleeves of hisbrown robe fall away. Obliquely he said, 'Did you knowmy wife was Thuril? Interesting place, the highlands. Youshould visit them sometime. Give my regards to yourhusband.'

 

With no further word, he raised his hands above hishead and vanished. The inrush of air into the space hehad occupied filled the silence, while the chamber dimmedinto the darkness of coming night.

 

Mara sighed and opened the door. Blinking against thesudden dazzle of lamplight, she saw Saric and Lujan awaitingher. To her adviser and her officer she said, 'Nothinghas changed. We begin our pilgrimage tomorrow.'

Saric's eyes lit with excitement. After a glance to be sureno servants lurked within earshot, he whispered, 'We gobeyond Lepala?'

 

Mara bit back an answering smile, careful not to showmore enthusiasm than a pious journey might warrant;though she, too, was excited and curious at the prospect ofcrossing the borders into unknown lands. 'By fastest ship.But we must visit the temples before we travel east. If weare to gain by our visit to Thuril, we must be circumspectin our departure.'

 

The preparations left to be made before dawn demandedattention, and Lujan and Saric took leave of their mistressto attend them. As they departed, alike in their movementsas only blood kin could be, Mara looked after them andsighed. The house seemed empty and quiet without thechildren. Regretting she had lost her chance to bid thema proper farewell, she moved in the direction of the stair,and her study, where the servants would be bringing herevening meal. First light would not come soon enough to

soothe her unsettled nerves. Now that her path was clear,she was anxious to be away.

 

She could not surmise what lay in store for her acrossthe border in the lands of a people who had been enemiesof the Empire through years of wars and skirmishes. Thetreaty that bound the current peace was an uneasy one; thehighlanders of the confederation were quick to offend andbelligerent by nature. But the most powerful magician oftwo worlds had circumspectly encouraged her exploration.If nothing else, Mara sensed that he, alone of any, fullyunderstood the stakes. More, he knew the terrible scopeof the perils she needed to surmount.

 

As she moved past bowing servants, toward the comfortof her quarters, she wondered what Pug's appraisal of herchances at success might have been. Then she had secondthoughts, and decided she was wise not to have asked. If thebarbarian magician had answered at all, his words wouldsurely have taken the heart from her.

 

The priest shouted. Echoes reverberated off the massivevaults of the temple ceiling, which towered above carvedwooden pillars and buttresses. The assembled circle ofred-robed acolytes answered in ritual chant, and a raremetal chime sounded to signal the ending of the morningceremony. Mara waited quietly in shadow at the rear ofthe chamber, her honor guard surrounding her, and herFirst Adviser at her side. Saric looked absorbed in thoughtsfar removed from religion. His fingers tapped a tattoo onthe corcara-shell bosses on his belt, and his hair lookedrumpled, as if he had raked his fingers through his bangsin impatience. While none of her warriors disclosed anysign of discomfort, their stiff postures indicated that theywere less able to turn their minds to other matters while inthe Red God's sacred precinct. Most of them offered inwardprayers to the Deities of luck and fortune that their finalmeeting with the Death God would be long in coming.

And in truth, Mara thought, the Temple of Turakamuwas not a place designed for comfort. An ancient altar,once the site of human sacrifice - and still such, rumorran - squatted on the raised platform at the chamber'scenter. Stone benches surrounded the site, worn by the feetof many worshippers, and grooved with drains that led torecessed basins at the feet of statues that were centuriesold, their surfaces smoothed and stained by the touch ofgenerations of hands. The walls behind their niches were

painted with human skeletons, demons, and demigods with

multiple legs and arms. The figures writhed or danced inpostures of ecstasy; despite their grotesque aspect, theyreminded Mara of other icons and paintings that adornedthe House of Fruitfulness, one of the many shrines ofLashima, visited by women who prayed for conception.Yet while Turakamu's temple depicted no sexual overtones,there was a sybaritic quality to the murals, as if those hideousintertwined figures were celebrating, not suffering.

Awaiting her audience, Mara considered that while theRed God's priests were frightening, in conversation theyinsisted that as all people meet their end at the feet ofTurakamu, death was a kite, not to avoid, but rather tobe accepted with understanding.

 

The circle of acolytes reformed into a double column,wreathed in the twining smokes of incense. Mara sawthe caped figure at the head of the procession pause toaddress a supplicant who begged the god's mercy for onerecently departed. A writ crusted with seals changed hands;most likely a draft from the family offering a generouscontribution to the temple if its bequest was answered.As the paintings furthest from the sacrificial altar showed,humans with beatific expressions bowed before the RedGod's throne to hear divine decision concerning rebirthinto life, their next station on the Wheel designated by thebalance of their debts against honor. The recently departed,it was believed, could be enhanced in the eyes of the RedGod through prayer, and while the poor came on foot tomake obeisance and light cheap clay lamps, the rich camein litters bearing lavish sums for private temple rites.

Mara wondered whether such practices influencedTurakamu, or were the encouragement of earthly priestswho desired rubies for their mantles, and comforts fortheir refectories and sleeping cells. Certainly the massivegold tripods that supported the lamps by the altaramounted to the wealth of a kingdom. Although eachtemple of the Twenty god's had costly trappings, few wereas sumptuously appointed as the smallest ones dedicated toTurakamu.

 

A voice roused Mara from reverie. 'Good Servant, youhonor us.' The procession of acolytes had reached the reardoor, and was filing slowly out, but the High Priest inattendance had stepped out of the column and approachedthe Acoma retinue. Under his paint and his feathered cape,he was a man of medium stature, aging, but bright of eye.Up close, it was apparent that he was taken aback, and hisnervous hands moved up and down the bone wand withits skull bosses that he had flourished during the rites. 'Iknew you were going on pilgrimage, Lady Mara, but I hadpresumed you would visit the great shrine in the Holy City,not our humbler abode in Sulan-Qu. Certainly I did notprepare for the honor of a personal visit.'

 

Mara bowed slightly to the High Priest of Turakamu.'I've no wish to stand upon ceremony. And in truth, mytrip here is for reasons other than plain devotion. Rather,I have need of your counsel.'

 

The High Priest's brows rose in surprise and disappearedunder the chin of the skull mask he wore, perched on thecrown of his head now that the ceremony was ended. Hewas not stripped nude and stained in red body paint, aswas customary for rites performed outside sacred ground.But his hair was braided with relics that looked like bits ofdismembered birds, and the accoutrements visible beneathhis cape of scarlet feathers seemed even less inviting. As ifaware that his formal dress was not conducive to interviews,he passed his wand to the boy acolyte who waited in hisshadow, and doffed his robe. The cross-belts on whichhis relics hung were of ancient design, and two otherattendants rushed forward and removed them from hisshoulders with reverent care. They bore the regalia off,chanting, to its place in locked closets hidden away in awarren of passageways.

 

Left in a simple loincloth, his eyes still striped with paintfrom the ceremony, the priest seemed suddenly younger.'Come,' he invited Mara. 'Let us retire to more comfortablesurroundings. Your honor guard may come along, or theymay await your pleasure in the garden inside the gates. Itis shady there, and a water boy will answer their needs forrefreshment.'

 

Mara waved Lujan and Saric to her side, and indicatedthat the rest of her retinue might retire. None of thewarriors looked relieved, but their steps were animatedas they wheeled in formation and headed for the doorwayto the outer garden. Men in martial professions were nevercomfortable with Turakamu's followers. Superstition heldthat a soldier who spent too much time in devotion to theRed God risked attracting that deity's favor; and thosewhom Turakamu came to love, would be taken in theiryouth from the battlefield. ~

 

The High Priest led the way through a small side doorwayinto a dim corridor. 'When not in formal guise, I am calledFather Jadaha, Good Servant.'

 

Half smiling at his formality, the Lady replied, 'Mara willdo, Father.'

 

She was ushered into austere quarters with walls ofunadorned paneling, and unpainted screens. The prayermats were dyed red, for the glory of the god, but those usedfor sitting were woven of natural fiber. Mara was shown tothe plumpest of a poor lot of cushions, threadbare with use,but clean. She allowed Lujan to seat her, and offered a hastyinward prayer for Turakamu's forgiveness. Her thoughtshad been wrong; plainly, in the temple the Sulan-Qu priestsused the moneys given by petitioning families only to adornthose chambers dedicated to their god. Once Lujan andSaric had placed themselves at their mistress's side, theHigh Priest sent his servant for refreshments. A bodyservant with a bad scar and one eye saw to the removalof his ceremonial paint, and brought him a white robe withred borders. Then, over a tray of chocha and small cakes,the High Priest addressed his visitor. 'Mare, what service

may the Temple of Turakamu offer you?' I

 

'I am not certain, Father Jadaha.' Mara helped herself toa square of sweet cake out of politeness. While Saric poured .her chocha, she added, 'I seek knowledge.'

 

The priest returned a gesture of blessing. 'What poorresources we have are yours.'

 

Mara let her surprise show, for his quick acceptance wasunexpected. 'You are very generous, Father. But I humblysubmit, you might wish to hear of my needs before youmake sweeping promises.'

 

The High Priest smiled. His one-eyed servant retired withevident respect, and given a view of a face cleansed of paint,Mara saw that the chief devotee of the Death God wasa pleasant older man. Slender and fit, he had a scribe'sbeautiful hands, and his eyes sparkled with intelligence.'What should I fear in making promises, Lady Mara?You have shown your mettle in your great service tothe Empire. I much doubt your motives now are selfishat heart; not after the behavior you demonstrated afterthe demise of House Minwanabi. More than generous,your actions were .. . unprecedented. Not only did youobserve correct forms in removing the prayer gate Desioerected in dedication to your death, you selflessly madesure that no dishonor was implied to the temple in askingthe prayer gate to be relocated off your lands. It is wepriests who are in your debt, for your part in ending thetiranny of the High Council. Once again, our guidance isallowed proper influence over the course of daily life.' Thepriest gestured ruefully and helped himself to a huge sliceof cake. 'Changes in the power structure happen slowly.Those Ruling Lords who resist our influence are close-knitin their opposition. Still, we are making progress.'

Mara now recalled the words of the delegate fromTurakamu's temple who had officiated at the relocationof Desio's prayer gate. At the time, overwhelming emotionshad caused her to dismiss the priest's remarks as ingratiatingflattery. Only years later, did she appreciate his sincerity.The discovery of support in a place she had not expectedbolstered her courage. 'I need to inquire about the natureof magic.'

 

The High Priest froze with his cup of chocha halfwayto his lips. He blinked once, his thoughts distant. Then, as ifthe Lady's request had been commonplace, he resumedsipping his drink. He allowed the beverage to linger on hispalate before he swallowed, perhaps because he wished tobuy time for consideration, or, as Saric's wicked insightmight infer, to forestall an unseemly fit of choking.

Whatever his priestly motive, his manner was calm whenhe set down his cup. 'What would you know of magic?'

Doggedly Mara pursued the topic, though it was dangerous. 'Why are such powers considered the sole provinceof the Assembly? For I have seen priests who couldwield them.'

 

The High Priest regarded the small, determined womanwho was acknowledged to be the second most influentialfigure in the Empire after the Light of Heaven. His eyes

held unfathomable shadows, and a coldness not there themoment before. 'The sanctions imposed by the Assemblyupon your dispute with Jiro of the Anasati are well known,Mara. If you are seeking to arm yourself against the BlackRobes, you embark on a ruinous course.' He did not usethe honorific 'Great Ones' and that nuance was not lost ~]upon Mara and her advisers. As with the cho-ja, was itpossible the temple hierarchies felt less than enamored ofthe magicians?

 

'Why should you assume that I plot against the Assembly?'Mara asked with impolitic bluntness.

 

Father Jadaha seemed unperturbed by her directness.~'My Lady, service to Turakamu leads my kind to knowthe darker side of human nature. Men long in power donot care to be shown their vulnerabilities. Few demonstratewisdom when confronted by change and self-recogn~Sadly, many react in defense of positions that have losttheir meaning, simply because they fear to see their security'undermined, even for growth, even for the betterment of(their lives. They resist change simply because it is outsidethe comfort they know. You represent luck and hope andgood fortune to the folk of these nations. You have:been their champion, unwittingly or not, because youopposed tyranny and cruelty when you brought about the'abolishment of the Warlord's office. You have successfullyquestioned the long-standing power structure that rules this.land. That must be interpreted as challenge, whether youwill such or not. You have grown to great heights, and those"who see you as their rival have felt your shadow fall acrossthem. Two powers such as the Assembly and the Servantof the Empire cannot exist without conflict. Thousands ofyears in the past, the Black Robes perhaps earned their placeoutside the law. But now they interpret their omnipotence astheir gods-given right, their sacred honor, if you will. You:represent change; and they, the very fabric of traditionThey must defeat you to maintain their ascendance. Thisis the nature of Tsurani life.' ~

 

Father Jadaha glanced through the screen, cracked opento admit the outside air. The snap of a carter's whip driftedin from the street, overlaid by the cry of a fish monger selling;that morning's catch. As if the intrusive sounds of ordinarylife set mortal bounds to his thinking, the priest sighed.~Once we who swore service to the gods held influenceand great reach, Mara of the Acoma. Once we were ableto encourage our rulers for the betterment of all men, orat least use our influence to curb excessive greed and evil.'He fell silent, his lips thinned with what may have beenbitterness. Then he said, 'There is nothing I can offer thatwill help you against the Assembly. But I have a small giftfor your journey.'

 

Mara repressed apprehension. 'Journey?' Had her subterfugebeen so transparent, that even this High Priest inSulan-Qu saw through the purpose of her pilgrimage?Stiff-faced, silent, and reminded by a touch from Saricthat she must not tip her hand through an assumption,Mara watched- the priest arise and cross to an ancientwooden chest.

 

'To find what you seek you must travel far, Mara ofthe Acoma.' He unlocked the catch and raised the lid. 'Ibelieve you already know that.' His incongruously gracefulhands rummaged through the contents of the chest. Maracaught a glimpse of parchments, and the ribboned edges ofseals, through a puff of disturbed dust. The priest muffleda sneeze in his sleeve. 'Your pardon.' He flapped an ancienttreatise to clear the air, then resumed his train of thought.'The gossip mongers on the streets say you carry enoughbaggage to return to the sandy wastes of the Lost Lands.Anyone with a shell centi can buy that fact from them.'

Mara smiled. She found it difficult to reconcile the

priest who had officiated at the morning rites to themost feared god on Kelewan with a man who mightbuy gossip on the street. Ruefully she said, 'I had hopedto imply that we carried great tribute to offer the templeswhere I will pause to pay my respects to the TwentyGods. In truth, though, you are right. My pilgrimagewill lead me to board ship and travel downriver toJamar.'

 

The High Priest straightened from the chest, a smear ofdust on his nose and a twinkle in his eyes. He held anancient parchment, cracked and flocked with age. 'I wouldbe a poor counselor for the afflicted if I could not readthrough subterfuge. But we priests do not see through theeyes of rulers. It is our business to interpret with an eye tounderstanding.' He offered the document to Mara. 'Readthis. It might yield you some insights.'

 

Sensitive to the finality in his tone, Mara handed theparchment to Saric to store in his satchel. She pushed asideher cake plate and rose. 'Thank you, Father.'

 

The priest held her eyes as Lujan and Saric moved inresponse to her intention to depart. 'Do you seek answers -'in the Lost Land, Mara?'

 

Wise enough to know when not to be circumspect, Marasaid, 'No. We leave from Jamar for Lepala.' ;

 

As if the topic she addressed held nothing more momentousthan small talk, the priest waved away a small insect:that alit upon the rim of the cake plate; then his handsfolded comfortably in his sleeves. 'This is good, daughterof my god. The shamans of the desert are . . . unreliable.Many of them treat with dark powers.' ,,?,

 

Saric could not restrain a small exclamation at this. Thepriest responded with a chuckle. 'Your First Adviser seemssurprised.'

 

Mara nodded her permission, and Saric made hastyapology. 'Excuse my apparent disrespect, Father, but mostwould consider . . . your master a . . . dark power.'

The High Priest's face crinkled with silent laughter.~'Believe me, that misapprehension often has its advantages! ,,!But death is just another side of the mystery of the Whebof Life. Without its portal into Turakamu's halls, whereall spirit finds renewal, our current existence would be amindless endeavor lacking soul.' The High Priest movedto usher Mara's party from his quarters, but he continuedspeaking. 'Our magic, as you would call it, is no unnaturalpower.' He pointed his finger at the insect that circled overthe cake platter. A sharp, almost subliminal shadow seemedto cross the air and the creature plummeted to the floor. 'Weuse this aspect of nature sparingly, to ease the suffering ofthose who are near their end, yet unable to release theirown hold upon flesh. The spirit of life is strong, sometimesmindlessly so.'

 

'Such could be a powerful weapon,' observed Lujan in avoice deeper than usual. Mara realised that, though he hidit well, he was as apprehensive of Turakamu's servants asany one of his warriors.

 

The priest shrugged. 'Never that.' With no more ado,he pointed his finger at Lujan's breast. The Acoma ForceCommander made a visible effort to keep from flinching,and sweat sprang along the band of his plumed helm.

Nothing happened.

 

Even Mara realised her heart had raced in fear as thepriest added quietly, 'It was not your time to meet the RedGod, Force Commander. Mine are the powers of my god.I could not send you to his halls on my own authority.'

Saric, to whom all of life was a puzzle to be solved, wasfirst to overcome his apprehension. 'But the insect . . . ?'

'This was its time.' The priest almost sounded weary. 'Tomake a point, I expect.'

 

Sobered, Mara bade the priest thanks for his advice andgood wishes. She and her party were shown from the templeby the one-eyed servant. At the base of the marble stair,they were rejoined by her honor guard. Mara steppedinto her litter, lost in thought. She did not at once givethe command to her bearers to rise, and in that interval,a ragged street urchin raced from a side alley and crashedsquarely into Lujan.

The Force Commander swore under his breath. Herighted the youngster, crinkled his nose at the smell ofunwashed clothes, then abruptly became expressionless.

Mara stifled her amusement. Under the noise of anotherstreet hawker, this one peddling cheap silk scarves and perfumessuitable for weman of the Reed Life, she whispered,'Another of Arakasi's messengers?'

 

Saric pricked up, while Lujan stuffed the note he hadpalmed into his belt, under pretence of wiping his hand'Vermin,' he said loudly after the fleeing child. Droppinghis voice so only Mara and Saric could hear, he added,'Where does the man find such filthy creatures to do hisbidding?'

 

Mara was unwilling to disclose that her Spy Master hadonce been such a luckless boy, and that his use of themas his message bearers might be twofold: they would notbe marked by other men's spies because they were oflittle account, and they could not read. Since Arakasihad encountered Kamlio, Mara additionally suspected thatpity entered in, since her Spy Master might wish to justifyspending the centis to allow those less fortunate youngstersa chance to buy themselves a meal they need not steal. In anoncommittal voice she said, 'Did he find one?'

Saric gave her a stern look. Aware that she referred toa magician of the lesser path, which Arakasi had set outto find since the misfortune that had ended his searchthrough the archives, the First Adviser snapped Mara'scurtains closed. He said in his most infuriating tone offamiliarity, 'The sooner we move out to find a tavern foryour nap, the quicker you will find out.'

 

'We will call on the man after dark,' Mara whisperedthrough the cloth.

 

Saric and Lujan exchanged glances of fond exasperation.,Their mistress seemed giddy as a girl. Plainly, she foundthe challenge of her pending inquiries into the forbiddenexhilarating after long months of frustration. As thebearers raised the litter, Saric and the Acoma ForceCommander fell into step together.

 

'Was she like this when you left for the campaign in thedesert?' the First Adviser murmured to the officer who washis cousin.

 

'Not then.' Lujan pushed back his helm with a smile. 'ButKeyoke told me about the wild march cross-country into theterritory of the Inrodaka to win the alliance of the cho-jaQueen. By his account, then she was worse.'

 

'Gods save us,' Saric said, making a sign to avert misfortune.But his eyes were laughing, and his stride,

like his cousin's, was springy with excitement.

'Your curiosity will kill us all one day,' Lujan murmured.'It's a damned lucky thing for my recruits that you gave upyour warrior's sword for the mantle of an adviser.'

Then the honor guard and litter bearers set off for thetavern where Mara would reside while in Sulan-Qu.

.~
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The door flap stirred.

 

Jamd, the lesser-path magician, seareed at the sound,his sweaty hand gripped tighte to the knife he heldd to hisbreast. He had only seconds to act, he knew. His bodywould take a while to relinquish life after he fell upon hisblade. Apprehension for the agony he would suffer madethe little man hesitate. He shifted his wee fingers, bitinghis lower lip. He must summon courage! The Black Robeshad spells to command the wal to remain enfleshed. If hewas not before the Red God's divine judgment by the timethe magicians arrived, his torments at their hands wouldbe worse than painful death.

 

For he had defied them, blatantly, in speaking with LadyMara of the Acoma. The magicians had been direct in theirorders concerning the Good Servant. She was not to be toldanything of magic, even should she come with bribes inhand to inquire.

 

Feeling the pouch of metal centis against his skin, Jamdrepressed a sour laugh. He would never have the chance tospend them! Much as: he might wish for the time to givethem into the hands of the street girl down the way whowas his friend, fate would not allow him even the grace ofgenerosity. He had chosen his path. Too late, now, to wishwords unsaid and resolves undone.

 

One last time, Jamd ran his gaze around the clutteredhovel that had been his home. Here he had made manymarvels to delight the children of the rich; but how muchdifferent his life might have been if his powers had notbeen confined to the fashioning of toys! Hungry for theknowledge he had been denied, thirsty for the testing oflimits that he had never been permitted to attempt, Jamdloosed a bitter sigh.

 

'Gods go with you, Lady Servant,' he said fearfully. 'Andmay the curse of Zurgauli, God of ill Luck, permanentlyvisit the Assembly.' So saying, he threw himself down ontothe floor before the cushions where Lady Mara's officerhad sat.

 

The knife against his heart bit deep, and his agony, atthe end, was brief.

 

Blood soaked into the dry earth of the floor; the raggededges of torn cushions showed seeping crescents of scarletwhere the warm, wet flow had been dammed, thenabsorbed, by the fabric. Jamel's quivering, clenched fingersfell lax, and his opened eyes shone motionless in the glow ofthe brazier's coals. The next instant, a stir of air swept thechamber, fanning the curled ash of the parchment that hadcontained notes to Mara before it burned. The galley-birdfeathers in the urn by the clothes chest streamed in thedisturbance, and the bells of an unsold child's toy chimedtheir priceless song into the stillness. Outside, in the darkof the night, the mongrel dog still howled.

 

Then over the rush of air came a faint buzzing, and thehovel of a sudden was not empty. Next to the cooling corpseof Jamd appeared two black-robed figures, both of themthin as misers, though one was old, and one young.

Shimone pushed back his hood, his jutting nose outlinedin red by the dying coals of the brazier. He glanced aroundthe hovel, taking swift inventory of every deem amid the

clutter; he paused, ant sniffed thoughtfully. His slipperswere damp, and the puddle he stood in was warm. Thecorpse might have been just another deem of bric-a-bracfor all the reaction he gave. His deep eyes flashed as heglanced to his companion. 'Too late,' he said.Tapek shoved Jamel's body with his toe, and his thinlips turned down in disdain. 'By only seconds.' He spatthe words like a curse. 'If the wretch had not found hisnerve for just a minute longer . . .'

 

Shimone shrugged. His thinning silver hair caught lightlike a cock's comb as he roved the width of the hovel,tracking sticky footprints as he examined the shelves, d~bins of faded scrolls, and the battered chests with morecare. 'She was here. That is enough.' He reached out onefinger and jingled the doll with her priceless headdress ofmetal bells. 'And anyway, the wretch is dead. He saved usthe bother, really.' ~

 

Tapek's heavy, cinnamon-colored brows gathered intoa frown. 'Is it enough?' He stepped over the unfortunateJamel and blocked his companion's restless pacing. 'Whatdid the dead man tell her? That's the issue! We know Jamdbroke his obedience. He could have said anything before hedrove that knife through his heart!'

 

The slight hiss of the coals was now the only sound inthe night. The dog had stopped barking. Even the far offrumble from the dockside ceased. The commonplace noisesof Sulan-Qu had quieted for an instant, as if the city heldits breath.

 

Shimone reached out a finger like a twig and touchedTapek on the breast. He moved his hand. No spell arose,but as if it had, the younger magician stood aside. AsShimone moved past to continue his examination of Jamd'.belongings, he said, 'You want to know what she asked}See, then. But I think we waste our time. She knowsnow, what she knows. That cannot be changed, but onlyacted upon.' ~

 

Tapek rolled his shoulders, clearing his wrists from hissleeves. His eyes, pale as oil, threw back the hot lightlike a fanatic's. 'Indeed we will act. But it is proofMara's defiance of our edicts that will move the lilof Hochopepa off his enormous arse. We need consensuswithin the Assembly, and he and his faction work toprevent that.'

 

'Hocho is not a procrastinator,' Shimone defended, hisvoice made faint by the fact that he had stooped to peerinto the dusty cranny under a shelf.

 

'Well,' Tapek said hastily, for he was not deaf to suchchastisement, 'what lesser-path mage would not speak toMara? She is revered by commoners. They would give heranything she asked, just to win grace in the eyes of the gods.If she corrupted Jamel, what more proof would Hochopepaand you need to condemn her to death?'

 

Shimone straightened, absently dusting blood and dirtfrom his sleeve cuffs. 'Jamel was hardly such a fool. Youwill see.'

 

'I will see!' Insistently Tapek raised his hands. He flasheda last glare at his colleague, whose behavior had beendifficult, if not obstructive. While a long-time friend ofHochopepa's, Shimone had always seemed reasonable.'You will see,' Tapek added. Then he began to murmurthe incantation to summon back in spectral form the actionsof the immediate past.

 

Cold seemed to weave through the close atmosphere ofthe hovel, though the air itself remained still.Shimonestopped his inquisitive poking through the objects on theshelves. He thoughtfully bent and closed the eyes of thecorpse. Then, bright in movement as a bird, he stood backagainst the wall with folded arms to observe the result of

Tapek's spell.

 

The younger magician's incantation drew to a sibilantclose. His raised hands held steady as if to focus his willand powers. Light glowed beyond the brazier that was notcast by fire or coal. It brightened to an ig silver-blue, thenspread into a hazy translucence that slowly sharpened inoutline to show the form of Jamel seated, his face turnedexpectantly toward the door flap. Moments later, visitorsentered: Mara and her two officers. Conversation beganbetween the parties, eerily soundless. Shimone seemed asattentive to the noises outside, in the poor quarter, as tothe unfolding of Tapek's truth spell.

 

Lipreading showed the contents of the discussion to bepetty: Mara's concern centered on the estrangement of herhusband, which had begun months back at the birth of herdaughter. An innocent enough tableau; except that Jamdbegan, most irritatingly for the magicians assigned to thisinquiry, to fuss and toy with a length of silk. Convenientlyoften, it seemed, the cloth obscured sight of his mouth. Bythe ripple of the silk caused by his breath, it was evidentthat he hid speech. But no spell of past recall could recoverthe sound of his words. The imprint of light striking objectsin the room could be summoned back into coherent form,to be read for many days after, but sound was too fragileto endure more than seconds.

 

Tapek swore. Fixed as a relli, he watched as Jamel aroseand conducted Mara toward the wall. There they turnedtheir backs to the room, and to appearances, the lesser-pathmage proceeded in all seriousness to instruct theLady in just the sort of fakery - passes in the air withhis hands, motions that meant nothing but were intendedto impress the ignorant folk who came calling to buy thisor that change in their miserable lives - that demeanedthe reputation of magicians as a whole, and that Tapekscorned. His hands shook with anger as he maintained the;forces that drove his spell, and he said acidly, 'The Ladyseems remarkably stupid, all of a sudden. Is this the fourthrepetition of this rubbish, or the fifth?'

 

To his fury, Shimone appeared to be laughing - notoutright, that was never his way, but his deep eyes seemeddancing with light. 'I warned you, Tapek. Jamel was notan idiot. And the Lady is certainly not stupid.'The veiled disapproval in his colleague's tone renewedTapek's frustration. Still, out of determination and piquehe endured the specters' charades, until Jamel finishedtracing meaningless symbols and resorted to scribbling ona parchment, hunched over it to conceal the writing. Sincethe spell only recalled the imprint of past events as if theobserver were standing in the room, no matter where Tapekmoved, Jamel's writing could not be read. Tapek glared atthe brazier, only to realise that Shimone had spied the ashesof the burned parchment already, probably soon after theirentry into Jamel's abode.

 

'Indeed,' observed the older magician in answer toTapek's thought, 'the words were lost before we everarrived.'

 

Tapek released his spell the instant that Mara received thecarefully folded parchment and took her leave. Unmindfulof blood-wet earth or sodden cushions, Tapek stamped inleashed temper around the brazier, every inch of him tense.'Gods, but if only I could stand where that wall is, andrecast my truth spell, I'd learn much, for you could see bytheir stances that the Lady and our dead man spoke openlywhen facing the shelves!'

 

Shimone, ever the realist, shrugged. 'We're wastingtime.' ~ ~

 

Tapek rounded on his colleague, who stood now like anelderly Lord impatiently suffering the slowness of an ineptservant. 'Mara!' Tapek exclaimed. 'We shall ask her!'

As if released from thought into action, Shimone stalkedtoward the door. He twitched aside the flap of hide andstepped through into the hardly less cloying stink ofthe alley, saying, 'I wondered when you'd finally thinkof that.'

 

Leaving the corpse of Jamel where it lay, Tapek bargedthrough on the heels of his companion. His red brows juttedin a thunderous frown. If he had dared to speak freely uponthe subject, he would have accused Shimone of obstructinghim. The old mage was a companion of Hochopepa, andthe two of them often championed strange causes. Together,had they not defended Milamber after that disastrous sceneat the Imperial Games? It mattered little to Tapek thatMilamber had later proven his worth to the Empire bywarning the Emperor and the Assembly of the dangerthe Enemy presented. His feelings regarding Elgahar, themagician who had imprisoned Hochopepa and torturedMilamber, were mixed; Elgahar had been mad, of course,but he had done as he had thought best for the Empire.But Milamber had destroyed him, and along with his otheroutrages, had demonstrated the risks brought by radicaldepartures from tradition. Tapek was convinced Mara'srecent actions were, if not proof, then a strong indicationshe plotted to defy the Assembly. And that was an affrontto tradition that made the pale magician tremble with ire.

Deep in outraged speculation, Tapek all but ran intoShimone, who had stopped in the street, and to allappearances was listening to the wind.

 

'Which way are you going to look?' Shimone inquired.

Tapek's scowl deepened. It demeaned him to act the partof underling, but if he did not summon another spell torecall the past, and left that bit of business to Shimone,plainly the old fellow would meander through the processand contrive to waste half of the night!

 

There followed several frustrating hours, while Tapek,worn by the effort of sustaining the spell, conjured thephantom image of Mara and her two officers. These, herFirst Adviser and another wearing the plumes of AcomaForce Commander, escorted their Lady on a meanderingramble through the back streets of the poor quarter. Theirpath circled, even doubled back! Tapek fumed. Dogged asthe possessed, he followed. And was forced to wait, whilethe Lady paid a business call upon a cloth merchant. Moneychanged hands. A package, sealed and wrapped, was passedto her adviser. Then the parade began afresh. At last theLady returned to the square where her attendants andescort awaited. She got in her litter. To his annoyance,Tapek realised that the town watch called out the hour ofthree o'clock! Even fat old Hochopepa, he decided, wouldhave wasted less time than the confounded Servant of theEmpire.

 

The spectral image of Lujan paused, reached up to adjusthis helm. The set of the feathers seemed not to suit him,and he twisted them this way and that, his wrist obscuringhis face while he gave elaborate instructions to the StrikeLeader in command of his mistress's honor guard. Then,at long last, the ghostly, ice-pale replica of the litter rose inthe grip of its spectral bearers. The cortege floated on acrossthe darkened streets of Sulan-Qu, with Lujan and the FirstAdviser taking the wrapped package upon an unspecifiederrand, their lips moving in a crossfire exchange of doggerelwhose content was obscene.

 

Shimone, in his maddening, obtuse way, was chucklingover the humor, which was straight from the gutter. Healmost seemed reluctant to pursue Mara's litter, which,thought Tapek, steaming, was what they had been sentfrom the City to do in the first place! ~

 

several times Tapek had to refocus his Concentration, ashe pursued the phantom image. On the wide boulevards,the surrounding buildings and the busy streets gave backmuddled images overlaid with hundreds of others. It tookgreat energy of the mind to track the chosen party. Onlybecause the few people still about in the early hours beforedawn immediately gave way to the Black Robes, couldTapek keep the illusion of Mara's litter in sight. And shewas taking the most damnable rambling course. Tapek was

nearly exhausted when the spell led at last to the steps ofthe Temple of Turakamu. There, the phantom figures andthe litter they carried merged outlines as past convergedwith present and Mara's slaves lowered their burden tothe ground. Tapek waved his hands and dispersed his spellThe blue glow faded, showing Mara's litter parked on thepavement, empty. He blinked, to dispel the fatigue thatslowed the adjustment of his vision. Mara's guard andservants were gone, presumably to take their ease in sometavern while their mistress attended business within. Thestars overhead had begun to pale with false dawn, andTapek was in a sore mood from stubbing his toes on thecobbles. He scared the wits out of the slave who wassweeping the Red God's front stair, and sent the wretchscurrying for the High Priest. A Great One was free tomove as he chose, but even magicians observed tradition.By custom, no one entered a temple without permission.

Shimone was silent throughout.

 

Thankfully, the wait was brief. The High Priest of theDeath God was robed, still, from his visit with Mara. 'How mayI serve you, Great Ones ?' His bow was formal, precise

in degree of deference for one of his exalted rank.

Tapek reined back his annoyance. 'We seek the LadyMara for questioning.'

 

The priest straightened up with an expression of consternation. 'That is regrettable, Great One. The Lady arrivedhere not long ago, troubled in spirit over personal matters.She took counsel from me, but was not consoled. By herwish, she retired into the inner sanctum of Turakamu'stemple. She has gone into seclusion, Great Ones, formeditation and peace. It is to be hoped that my god willinspire her to overcome her difficulties.'

 

Tapek felt enraged enough to yank out his hair, but settledfor tossing his hood back from his head. 'How long will shebe? We shall wait.'

 

The priest trembled, perhaps with apprehension, thoughhis eyes seemed supremely untroubled as he replied. 'I amsorry. I much doubt Lady Mara will be coming out thisnight, nor any night in the near future. She left instructionswith her bearers to remove her litter to her Sulan-Qu estatein the morning, for she would stay in seclusion for sometime. Weeks at the least, perhaps months.'

 

'Months!' Tapek shifted from foot to foot, then directeda glare at the priest. 'Months!' he exclaimed again, his voiceechoing down the empty square. The Black Robe continuedhis tirade with venom. 'I hardly believe that so contrary awoman as Lady Mara would be concerned for her spiritualstate at this advanced hour!'

 

The priest tugged his robes around himself as if gatheringhis divinely bestowed dignity. 'Great One, a mortal may beconcerned for the state of her soul at any time,' he correctedgently, then folded his hands in a beatific attitude.

Tapek surged forward as though he would storm up thestair and violate the peace of the temple precinct. ButShimone shot out a hand and restrained him.

 

'Think,' said the older magician, his tone snapping. 'Thesanctity of the temples extends back thousands of years.Why break such a time-honored tradition as sanctuary,Tapek? Mara must come out sometime. And if she doesnot, our ends are met, not so?' .'

 

The fire-haired magician looked as if he had bitten intosour fruit. 'You and Hochopepa and Fumita are fools toseek to protect her!' he said in a furious whisper that onlyhis colleague might hear. 'She is dangerous!'

 

'As dangerous as a public confrontation between theAssembly and the temples?' asked Shimone, his voicemenacing.

 

Tapek seemed to cool slightly. 'You are right. She is notworth making into a public issue.'

 

Shimone nodded, silent, but satisfied. A faint buzzinghad begun upon the air, and by the time the priest realisedthe confrontation was over, the two Black Robes had
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vanished in an inrush of brffle and the lingering echo ofTapek's anger.

 

The clack of the capstan on the decks of the trader shipCoalteca slowed and stopped with a jar against wood asthe heavy, leacher-wrapped stone anchor thudded homeagainst the cathead. The captain bellowed orders for thesailors in the rigging to loose the brails. The squeal ofhalyards followed, as yardarms lifted, and brighdy paintedcanvas bellied to the sea wind. Confined belowdecks, Marapaced across the tiny stern cabin. Against her every wishand instinct, to be in the open as the vessel set sail, herconcealment was necessary. Still, after weeks denied freshair and sunlight, Mara chafed. She flashed a glance at herForce Commander, whose normally weathered face also:had grown pale during their journey through the cho-jatunnels from the city of Sulan-Qu to the remote, peninsularport of Kolth.

 

Mara had never journeyed through the southernmostreaches of Hokani Province. But she had heard secondhanddescriptions from Jican, and balked curiosity left herirritable. How she would have loved to have stolenaboveground, even in the dead of night, to view theCity of the Plains! The great rift that led to Midkemiawas located there, where Kevin had been sent back to hishomeland, as well as the mansion-like stone guild halls thatwere the hub of southern imperial commerce.

 

But the Assembly's anger was not to be risked forfrivolous whims. Luck and Lujan's ingenuity had left afalse trail that ended with the Lady of the Acoma inapparent seclusion in Turakamu's temple in Sulan-Qu.If the Black Robes were even to suspect they had beendeceived, if one lowly beggar on the street chanced torecognise her as Servant of the Empire, her life and thelives of her family could immediately become forfeit. And
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so Mara had done the unthinkable, by the mores of Tsuraniaristocracy: she had donned the robes of a slave woman,and left Sulan-Qu in the company of Lujan and Saric, bothwearing the unmarked armor of mercenaries. The farmersand merchants who were abroad before dawn had assumedshe was a battle prize. They had not thought to questionher slave's grey, but stared openly at her slim figure andlustrous hair. A few had called ribald comments, to whichLujan, with strength of imagination, had responded inkind. His shocking coarseness had hidden that Saric atfirst had been unable to shed tradition for an act, andhad stiffened at the insults to her person.

 

A message left with an agent of Arakasi's network hadbrought quick action. When Mara and her two officers hadreached the cho-ja hive on her estates, she was joined by tenhand-picked warriors in armor without house markings,and another, a dock worker she had never seen before, whospoke Thuril as his birth tongue. With them came Kamlio,clad again in the rags in which Arakasi had delivered her,and made sullen by the prospect of traveling undergroundwith the insectoids, who terrified her.

 

The journey south had been trying. Weary from nervesand confinement, and the alien experience of being stared atas chattel, Mara threw herself down in the cushioned alcoveshe had once shared with Kevin on a long-past journey toTsubar. In these familiar quarters, the loss of him stungdeep, as if their parting had happened yesterday. Almostshe regretted her long ago purchase of the Coalteca; whyhad she not had the sense to let go of sentiment and buysome other blue-water trader?

 

Yet the Coalteca had been available; she had actedwithout consulting Jican. The ship was lucky, she felt;her triumph with Lord Xacatecas in Dustari still held theadmiration of the Nations, and now that she had such direforces as Jiro and the Assembly arrayed against her, sheneeded every reassurance to bolster her, even those rootedin superstition.

 

Kevin might have laughed at her irrationality. Impatientwith herself for dwelling in the past when all the future lejin jeopardy, Mara turned from memories of her barbarianlover, only to find herself worrying for Hokanu.

Her husband did not know where she was, and must not,for safety's sake, receive even clandestine word until she wasdeep into Thuril territory. Sharply Mara regretted that shehad had small opportunity to speak with him since their unhappymeeting after Kasuma's birth. Now, more than

anything, she longed to confide in Hokanu, to receive hissteady understanding and his apt insights. She worried forhim, as he dealt with relations who sought to move upin the family hierarchy. Contentions inevitably arose afterthe deaths of "strong Ruling Lords, when others who saw:themselves as rivals to the heir emerged to assuage theirambitions. Mara sighed. She hoped, if Hokanu chose toaccept the staff of office offered him by Ichindar, that hewould visit their children in the Imperial Court. Kasumashould not grow older without knowing the love of afather, and Justin certainly was more of a handful thanany of the imperial servants had backbone enough tohandle. Again Mara sighed, wondering if she would returnfrom Thuril with aid against the fearsome might of magiconly to be bested by two little ones who had turned into;spoiled brats.

 

'You're thinking that maybe this whole voyage wasa mistaken endeavor?' observed a quiet voice by thecompanionway.

Mara looked up, surprised to find Saric standing in thedoorway to her cabin. The creaking sounds of the workingship had masked her adviser's approach, and the plain robehe wore made him blend into shadow.

 

Mara smiled wanly. 'I'm thinking we could have donewithout Kamlio's sullenness,' she said, not wishing todivulge her true thoughts.

 

Saric returned the mercurial, triangular grin that showedwhen his mood was mischievous. 'Certainly, from that one'scomplaints over sleeping arrangements, one would havethought she was the great Lady and you the browbeatenservant.'

 

Mara laughed. 'Have I been so dour?'

 

Her adviser folded himself onto a sea chest with neatgrace. 'Have you felt so dour?' he asked.

 

'Yes.' Suddenly aware that her heart had lifted with themotion of the ship's sailing, Mara raked the pins out of herhair and let it unfold down her back. She gestured aroundthe dim cabin, with its brightly woven cushions and itsbeaded curtains, bought from a desert trader, that clackedand rattled with each heel of the ship. 'I am tired of closewalls and secrecy.' She did not add that she was nervous. Togo into a foreign land, bearing none of the grand trappingsof her rank, and with only ten soldiers and a guide whohad been born a beast herd! This was not at all the sameas her past trip into Dustari, when she had moved in thecompany of her own loyal army, with her command tent,and all of her accustomed comforts at hand.

 

Saric gave her a wry look. 'You are wishing you had givenin to risk, and bought another litter in Kolth.' The sparklein his eye indicated he had more to say. Mara withheldcomment, until her First Adviser raked back his straight-cutbangs and added, 'Lujan did try the markets, you know. He

found a used litter, an immense black lacquered affair allset with river stones and fringes.'

 

A storyteller's pause developed.

 

'Go on,' Mara prompted, skillfully distracted from illtemper. 'Why did our brave Force Commander not buythe monstrosity?'

 

Saric's smile widened with devilry. 'No bearers in theslave market had enough meat on their bones to lift thedamned thing, and we'd not have enough hands free forswords if your honor guard was left to take the burden.Besides, Lujan said, if you and Arakasi's courtesan weremewed up in that thing together for more than an hour,you'd wind up fighting like tseeshas.'

 

Mara's jaw dropped at his allusion to the catlike creatureknown for combativeness between females. 'Lujan saidthat?'~

 

Saric said nothing, which gave her an inkling. 'Lujansaid no such thing!' she cried back in indignation. 'Areyou trying to brew up mischief again, and see your cousindisgraced?'

 

Saric had the honesty to look sheepish.

 

'Out!' his mistress cried. 'Leave me, and send in Kamlio.If she doesn't want a bath, I most certainly do, before we'vepassed so far beyond shore that the seas become too roughfor a basin.'

 

'As my Lady wishes,' Saric said, smoothly arising fromhis bow. As he stepped out, not at all shamefaced, hisLady realised that he had accomplished his objective; herdowncast mood had lightened. She might have missed theGq of the Plains, and the excitement of embarkation fromKolth; but she was headed for territory no Acoma in hermemory had ever trodden.

 

All of the mountains of Thuril lay before her, and herheart leaped in anticipation of unknown adventure.

Later, bathed and scented, if plainly clothed, Mara stoodin the bow of the Coalteca, watching the splash andtumble of foam and the leaping play of the iridescentjalor fish. She laughed in delight at the flash of theirscales in the sunset, oblivious to the piercing regard ofKamlio.

 

'What do you see that is amusing in these desolatewaters?' the onetime courtesan asked sourly. Deliberately,it seemed, she omitted the honorific of 'Lady', as if daringMara to take umbrage.

 

'I see beauty,' Mara replied, as if the question had notstemmed from bitterness. 'I see life. Our moments of peacebetween contentions are to be cherished. This I have learnedsince I came to be Ruling Lady.'

 

Lujan approached from amidships, his plumeless helmtaking on a cobalt gleam from the deepening sky overhead.He bowed to Mara and said, 'We make good speed,mistress.'

 

Mara raised her eyebrows. 'Have you become a sailor,Force Commander?'

 

Lujan smiled, his expression less devious than Saric's,but every bit as jaunty. Mara was struck afresh that thiswas a moment to be treasured. 'No,' her officer admitted,'but the captain said as much.' Removing his helm witha grimace, for it did not fit as well as the more elaborateone he had left behind in Sulan-Qu, he raked his fingersthrough damp hair and breathed deeply of the sea air.

Disregarding Kamlio's uninterested presence at her side,

Mara observed, 'This voyage brings back memories.'

Lujan peered up the height of the foremast, to the gaudyspread of canvas that netted the last golden sunlight. 'I missthe barbarian, too, mistress. Even if he did spend half thelast voyage with his face buried in a basin.'

 

Mara couldn't resist laughing. 'Hard-hearted soldier,'she accused. 'One day a storm will get the better of yourstomach, and then you will stop thinking sea sicknessis funny.'

 

'Gods,' Lujan said with bitter pungency, 'don't wish sucha fate upon me with my cousin aboard. He would cook mesoup with fish scales in it as a remedy, and then tell all of myfavorite reed girls what I looked like with green skin.' AsKamlio stiffened in silent antagonism, Lujan turned towardher the charming grin that lured half the prostitutes in theprovince to lean dangerously far over their gallery railingsto call to him. 'No offense, lovely flower, but my girls alladore their jobs. They don't begrudge me their favors, andI don't treat them as property. I am not the merchant whobought and molded you for bed sport, and neither am Ione of the masters who used you. Hear wisdom, and stoplooking for those others in the face of every man you chanceto meet.'

 

Kamlio looked as though she might spit venom. Thenshe shook back her pale gold hair, gathered her tawdry,patchwork robe, and swept away in stiff-backed silence.She did not turn her head at the whispered commentsand admiring looks of the sailors, but hustled down thecompanionway into the mate's cabin she had been givenfor her quarters.

 

'Don't say it,' Mara murmured quickly, as she sensed theepithet her Force Commander was about to utter under hisbreath. 'You would certainly antagonise her less if youceased calling her "lovely flower."'

 

Lujan looked pained. 'But she is one. If she were to tearher face and become scarred, her body would still make aman itch and sweat.' Then he reddened at his franknessof speech, as if only then recalling that the person he soaddressed was female, and his mistress.

 

Mara touched his arm in reassurance. 'I am not offendedthat you speak intimately with me, Lujan. You have becomelike the brother I have lost, since the hour you took servicein that distant glen.'

 

Lujan jammed his helm back over untidy hair. 'I knowyou, Lady, as I know my own heart. But that Kamlioconfounds me. I don't know what Arakasi sees in her.'

'He sees himself,' the Lady replied. 'He sees things herecalls from his past, and wishes to spare her the pain heonce suffered. That is a powerful attraction.' She stared offinto the gloom, wondering if that was also the reason sheached so sorely from her strained relations with Hokanu.Silently she pondered whether Lujan, as another man, mightunderstand the reason for her husband's cold reaction tothe birth of his daughter. Were Lujan a brother, and nother Force Commander, she might have asked him. Buthere, in public on a ship's deck, traditions and appearanceprevented her.

 

The falling dark spread around them like a curtain ofprivacy. Mara studied her Force Commander's face in thegathering twilight. He had new lines, and the beginningsof white at his temples, since she had taken him from hislife as a grey warrior. Without her noticing until now, shesaw that his face had begun to weather with the hours hespent drilling troops. More and more, his complexion wasgrowing as leathery as Keyoke's. We are growing older,Mara thought sadly. And what have we to show for ourdays and our labors? Her children were no more securethan she had been from their enemies; and if Hokanu hadbeen less skilled at command, he might have had to shed hisown family's blood to keep his pack of cousins at bay.

Mara sighed, knowing that if her brother had survivedto inherit, instead of she, the Minwanabi would very likely

have succeeded to the Warlordship, and the precariouschanges won by the shift in power to the Emperor wouldnever have happened at all. Sometimes Lujan's teasinghumor recalled Lanokota. But her brother had been barelyinto his manhood, just testing himself against the challengesof life, when she lost him. This man at her side was fullycome into his power and maturity as a warrior. Thehardness ingrained through his outlaw years had neverentirely left Lujan, despite the fervor of his loyalty, andthe affection he had won from his predecessor, Keyoke.Struck that such a fine man should have sons, Mara saidimpulsively, 'You ought to marry, you know.'

 

Lujan set his back to the rail and grinned at her. 'I havethought, recently, that it might be time to have a son ordaughter.' ~,

 

Made sensitive by what had happened between Arakasiand Kamlio, Mara wondered suddenly if he did have a love,but perhaps one that was not freely his to ask. 'Have you awoman in mind?'

 

Laughing, regarding her fondly, Lujan said, 'I am downto fewer than a dozen.'

 

Aware that she had been mildly baited, Mara said, 'Youwill always be a rogue! Find an understanding woman, elseshe will take you to task for your flirting ways, Lujan.'

'She would scold me anyway,' the Force Commanderadmitted. 'I have this terrible habit, you see, of wearingmy weapons while in bed.'

 

He was only halfway joking; events through the yearssince she had come to power as Ruling Lady had causedall her warriors to take on a battle-ready alertness. There:had simply been too many attacks, from too many unseensources. Now, worst of all, no sword in the Nations couldsave her. Mara lost her inclination toward humor. She staredahead, toward the horizon, and wondered if she would findwhat she desperately needed to ensure Acoma survival on thatdistant, unseen shore.

 

The lookout cried from the crosstree, 'Land ahead!'

Mara rushed to the rail, her cheeks flushed in themorning breeze. Even Kamlio, who moved nowhere withenthusiasm, followed. Off Coalteca's eastern forequarterlay the faintest hump of indigo, the first shoreline anyoneon board had glimpsed through the days of a brisk butuneventful passage.

 

~Honshoni,' said Lujan. 'They say the red-bee honey fromthose hills is sweeter than any in the Empire.'

Lepala also was famous for silks and exotic dyes, and thebeautifully patterned weaving such luxuries encouraged.Mara sighed, longing with girlish curiosity to pause andexplore the wharf markets of the south. Xula, Lepala, andRujije were places of enchanting tales of spired buildingsand scarlet-railed galleries. Lords of Lepala were said tokeep rare fish in pools, and harems numbering in thehundreds. Homes there had pierced shutters to shade fromthe sun and break the force of the sea winds, and gardenswith huge, hot-climate flowers which bloomed only at dusk,but which filled the evening air with exotic fragrances untilnight's chill caused them to close up again. The streets werepaved in a stone that shone like gold when damp. Thesailors' gossip made the vendors' stalls and bordellos seemexotic. They spoke of drinks of prodigious potency innsfilled with colorful caged birds, and eating establishmentswhere customers were cooled by pretty girls and boys withlarge feather fans. But Coalteca would not make port in anyof these busy cities of commerce until Mara's party had beensafely seen ashore in a secluded, uninhabited cove far insidethe bay between Honshoni and Sweto. Only a few fishingvillages dotted the north and south shores.

 

The Thuril Confederacy claimed the eastern edge of thebay, its only access to deep water; and since the magiciansof the Assembly were apt to appear and disappear atwhim anywhere within imperial borders, Mara had agreedwith her advisers that she must not risk any unnecessarylandfall. Coalteca's legitimate cargo would be offloadedon her return trip north, and if the Black Robes or anylurking Anasati spy should come to suspect the deviation

in her normal sailing course, the Lady would already beaway, deep into foreign territory and, if the gods were kind,beyond reach.

 

The landing, when it happened a few days later, was inas bleak a site as anything Mara might have dreamed innightmare. The beachhead where the longboat delivered herwas deserted, a grey-blue crescent of flinty, sea-smoothedshale alive with the scything forms of birds. As Lujan lifted:;her over the thwart and carried her ashore, white and indigoshorebirds circled overhead. Their cries echoed mournfullyabove the wind and the crash of breakers. Dust blew acrossthe rugged hills beyond, scrub-covered and forlorn, andhigh above these, turning grey-blue with distance, rosethe tables of the highlands, bordered at the horizon bymountains whose peaks were lost in brooding masses of cloud.The slate-backed spine of the range had proven a:fortress impregnable for the Tsurani who had attempted tomake war upon Thuril. Time and again the Empire forceshad invaded these inhospitable lands, only to be harriedback through the foothills by the fierce, naked swordsmenwith their dyed skins and their barbarous war cries.

Short, softspoken, and wrinkled like the skin of a dried-fruit,the guide paused before her and said in his stiltedaccent, 'Lady, it were best you command your people tostand out of plain sight.'

 

'I will need to give them a reason,' Mara responded.'They are honorable warriors, and would take it ill if they:were told they must sneak about like thieves, particularlywhere there is not so much as a dwelling, even a fisherman'sshack.'

 

The guide licked the gap where two of his front teethwere missing.-He shifted from foot to foot, obviouslyuncomfortable, then bobbed in a quick bow. 'Lady, thepeace between the Empire and Thuril is uneasy. Onlyformal envoys and licensed traders cross the border, andonly at designated checkpoints. Were your people to beseen within two days' walk of these shores, or anywherenear the imperial border, you would be taken as spies.'Whateverthe Thuril did to punish spies, by his tautnessof expression it was not pleasant.

 

Knowing that her own people took captured Thuril forthe games in the Imperial Arena, Mara no longer arguedthe need for secrecy. She beckoned Lujan over to her andmurmured in his ear, 'Force Commander, we will sorelyneed the knowledge you gained as a grey warrior to keepour presence here secret until we have made our way farinland.'

 

Beneath the straggle of hair that escaped the brim of hishelm, Lujan gave her a wild smile. 'Ah, Lady, the last ofmy guileful ways will be known to you! when you learnhow well honorable warriors can be made to skulk, willyou ever trust them again to guard your valuables?'

'They may have my valuables with all my blessing, ifthe purpose of our mission is successfully accomplished,'Mara replied, too grim for humor, and recognising thefirst taste of the hardships to come on these strangeshores.

 

There followed several days that put Mara in mind ofher race across-country before her first marriage, to winthe alliance of the cho-ja Queen. Then as now, shehad slept with minimal shelter on hard ground, amida small retinue of warriors. Parts of that trip she hadtravelled on foot, the trail being too rough for her litter.Then, too, there had been urgency, as her partycrossed the estates of enemy Lords in the deeps of thenight.

 

But in Kelewan there had been dense forest, almostjungle, to hide in. Low-lying mists had concealed her partyat dawn and dusk, and provisions had been carried by herbearers.

 

In Thuril the stony soil grew only sparse bushes andgrass, providing scant cover. At times she had to hikein gullies, chilled by the winds of these higher altitudes,her thin sandals soaked from standing amid peaty clumpsof moss. Her ankles became scratched from the sharp

stemmed sedges, and her hands calloused from using awalking stick to keep her balance. Once they passed avillage, skulking through pastures on their bellies underthe moon. Dogs barked at them, but sleeping herd boysdid not rouse.

 

Mara grew accustomed to the taste of tough gamebrought down by the bows of her warriors. She developedaches in muscles she never knew she possessed, fromlong hours and miles on her feet. In a strange way, sherevelled in the freedom, and in the deep, cloud-scatteredbowl of the sky. But her warmest pleasure was watchingKamlio.

 

The girl let her long hair twist and tangle, uncared for bymaids for the first time in her life. She stopped tighteningher lips and looking white when the warriors spoke toher; the few who approached her had been rebuffed,and unlike other men she had known until Arakasi,they left her alone as she asked. She went by herselfto wash in the icy streams, and shyly began to offer t ohelp at the fireside, where it became plain that she hada knack for cooking. She also asked Lujan to teach herself-defence with a knife. These lessons commenced inthe half-dark, each night, where Kamlio's dulcet tonessharpened in a fish-wife's cursing as she missed her throwand tried again.

 

Lujan took her shrewish mood in stride. 'Really,' he said,one evening when she seemed to be having a particularlydifficult time, 'you should ask Arakasi to show you knifework. He is a master, and knows the best way to usethe wrist.'

 

Kamlio spun in such fury that the Force Commandergrabbed her hand just behind the bare blade of her weapon,unsure she would not sink her knife in him.

 

'Gods!' Kamlio cried, venomously offended. 'It was thatone I sought to defend myself from!'

 

She tore away and flounced off into the dark. Lujanwatched her go, clicking his tongue in reproof. 'Woman,against our Spy Master, nobody wins at knives.' As shevanished, he added softly, 'You need nothing of defenseagainst him. If you chose to carve out Arakasi's heart, Ibelieve he would stand still and let you.'

 

Much later, in the depths of that moonless night, Maraawoke to hear the girl sobbing. Softly she said, 'You neednever see Arakasi again, Kamlio, and that is the problem,is it not?'

 

The former courtesan said nothing, but her sobs eventuallywore themselves out in sleep.

 

The next morning dawned cloudy and chill. Kamlioreturned red-cheeked from gathering wood, her eyes redrimmedas well. 'He killed my sister!' she spat at the Ladyof the Acoma, as if in continuation of the words shared inthe night.

 

'He killed the Obajan of the Hamoi Tong, on myorders,' Mara corrected. 'The Obajan's own darts killedyour sister.'

 

Kamlio threw down her armload of wood onto Lujan'sfledgling fire, sending up a cloud of sparks and smoke.

The herder who was their guide cursed in Thuril. 'Foolishgirl! Your pique could cost us our lives!'

 

Lujan reacted first, ripping off the cloak he wore over hisarmor. he cast it over the tiny fire, then leaped and grabbedthe water bucket nearby, dousing the cloth before it couldflare up. Dull wisps of steam seeped from the folds, amidthe stink of burned querdidra wool. 'Up,' he snapped to

his subofficer. 'Break camp. No breakfast, and we marchat once. That smoke could have been seen, and for ourLady's sake we must take no chances.'

 

The little herdsman threw the Acoma Force Commandera grateful glance for his good sense, and within minutes,Mara's party was back on the trail, hugging gullies andwhat cover the meager landscape could offer.

 

Four days later, the guide deemed it safe to travel moreopenly. He accepted coin from Mara, and dared descendinto a narrow, smoke-filled vale to buy supplies from a

village market. The imperial centis were suspect, but theyhad value, and the country folk in their simple needs didnot care to question the origin of the currency or those whospent it. Mara suspected she was not the first Tsurani theguide had brought this way. Smuggling between the Empireand Thuril was risky, but highly profitable. It seemed areasonable vocation for a man of mixed heritage who couldpass in both cultures. ~

 

The herdsman returned with two hide bags of provisions,~jerked meat, and a cloak of hill weave to replace the one Lujanhad damaged in the campfire. The burdens came

back into camp lashed to the back of a small grey beast, ~,horselike in shape, but with long ears, and a tail like apaintbrush.

 

'Donkey,' the herdsman guide replied, in answer toMara's curious question. His burred accent acceptedthe word awkwardly, but Mara recognised its origin asMidkemian. The presence of an animal that could onlyhave come from the other side of the rift, through theEmpire, made it clear smuggling was a major trade ofthis region. 'Less ornery than querdidra, Lady, and sturdy

enough for you to ride.' ;

 

At this Mara raised her eyebrows. 'Me? Ride that? Butit's barely as big as a newborn needra calf!'

 

'Walk, then,' the herdsman said, in less than respectfultones. 'But the shale in the heights could twist your ankles,and your warriors would quickly tire if they had to carryyou.' For Kamlio he had bought boots with stout soles,laced up the front, and topped with fur. Mara eyed the uglyfootwear with distaste, and the donkey with trepidation. ~Then, with a sigh, she surrendered. 'I'll ride,' she said. ~'Show Lujan how to help me mount.'

 

~ _

The herdsman bobbed another of his fast bows that Maraswore were his way of hiding amusement.

 

'Don't feel apprehensive.' Lujan teased as he arrived ather elbow to help her astride. 'Think how I felt on thatday in the desert when I had to mount a cho-ja. They'reslipperier, for one thing, and I was panicked I would falloff and land on my own sword.'

 

'That was Kevin's idea, not mine,' Mara said in her owndefence, then steeled herself as her Force Commander liftedher strongly and set her down like a feather in the dyedleather hill saddle strapped to the beast's back.

The animal was small, Mara tried to reassure herself, andthe ground no more than a cloth yard away. If she fell, theworst she could get would be bruises, small price to payif she could find protection from the Black Robes in thesestrange, barren hills. And in fact, the gait of the donkey wasnot so hard, it being short of stride and its feet marvelouslysure as it plodded along.

 

Mara found her perch upon the creature's back lessthan comfortable, but she hid her soreness with Tsuraniimplacability as her party wound ever higher into theforbidding hills. In the afternoon, when she dismountedand the beast was led off to water, she confided to Lujanthat had she known what sort of creatures donkeys were,she would never have permitted their importation. 'Smallhorse indeed,' she had snorted as she settled stiffly on theground to share a meal of hard bread and sour cheese.

Lujan only grinned. 'They are most reliable, I am told.Already the man who sells them across the borders inHonshoni is seeking another herd, for they far outshinethe querdidra as beasts of burden.'

 

With this Mara was forced to agree, despite her achingposterior. She had endured the company of the foulsmelling,evil-tempered querdidra as she had traversed

the mountains of Tsubar on campaign against the raidersof the desert. But as the donkey raised its stringy tail todump manure, she kept her opinion silent. If it was asuperior creature to the temperamental, six-legged nativepack beast, it certainly was no cleaner in its habits.

Suddenly the herdsman who was their guide spun around,his crust of bread forgotten in his hand. Facing the wind, hiseyes narrowed, he scanned the bleak, scrub-covered hills asif he could read their rock and vegetation like a scroll page.'We are being watched,' he said in a low voice to Lujan. 'Isuspected as much since we left that village.'

The Force Commander pointedly kept chewing his food.As if there were no immediate peril, he asked, 'Should wearm ourselves?'

 

The herdsman faced around in shock. 'Not if you wishto live. No. Keep on. Act as if nothing were wrong. And ifanyone approaches, make no threatening move, no matterwhat is said or done to provoke you. Ensure no hotheadamong your men speaks or draws his sword.'

 

Lujan gave back an even smile that only Mara could readas a false show of humor. 'Have some cheese,' he invited theherdsman.

 

But no one had any stomach for eating, and within ashort time the company regrouped and started to moveon. They had gone barely a dozen paces when a shout rentthe air. A man with black braids and a great, billowingcloak of the same dull green-grey as the soil leaped directlyabove the lead guard onto a large rock that overlooked thenarrow trail.

 

Lujan held up his hand as Mara's guards tensed. Butnone of his warriors forgot their orders not to drawweapons, despite their surprise. The Thuril highlanderhad appeared as if from nowhere. Dressed in his nativekilt and double cross-belts hung with two swords andseveral knives, he called out, 'Why do you invade theland of Thuril, Tsurani?' His thick accent made his demandnearly unintelligible, and his tone was unmistakably belligerent.

 

Mara kicked the little donkey, to overcome its reluctanceto move forward again. Before it could stride out, the littleherdsman sprang to its bridle to restrain it. He replied to thechallenge, prompted by the custom of the land. 'I am layapa,warrior,' he said in the Thuril tongue. 'I speak for the Ladyof the Acoma, who has come on a mission of peace.'

The man leaped down from the rock, his cloak billowingand his kilt flipping up to bare an expanse of muscled thigh.The cross-garters of his sandals were tasseled below theknee, and his weapon harness chinked with stone talismans.Up close, it could be seen that his head was shaved, savefor a round patch at the crown, where his braids hadbeen allowed to grow since childhood. They tumbled aslong as his waist as he landed, their ends also tied withtalismans.

 

Into his mistress's ear, Lujan said softly, 'He is not dressedfor war, Lady.'

 

Mara nodded. She had read that the Thuril shed theirclothing when fighting, going nude but for their battleharness, feathered helms, shields, and weapons, for theytook pride that their manhood was not shriveled by fearand ensured their enemies knew this.

 

The man swaggered toward Mara, who was now slightlyahead of the others, as the donkey sidled nervously. Marasawed at the reins, frantically and silently reminding herselfto act as if nothing were wrong.

 

The highlander said something in his coarse dialect andgrabbed the donkey's bridle. He breathed into its nose,and for some strange reason the creature quieted. Theman then rattled his knuckles through his talismans, andstepped around the donkey's head. Coming face to face withMara, he leaned forward until his nose missed touching hersby a hair's width.

layapa called, 'Good Servant, make no move. He testsyour mettle.'

 

Mara held her breath and forced herself not to close hereyes. Peripherally, she was aware of her uneasy men, theirhands itching to draw weapons; and of Kamlio, who hadforgotten her distaste for men and had crowded close to thenearest warrior in fear. But the Acoma discipline held. Herwarriors kept still, and when Mara refused to lower her gazeor pull away, the highlander released a great, garlic-scentedbreath and withdrew. He grunted, allowing that her couragewas sufficient. 'Who speaks for you, woman?'

 

Before layapa could stop her, Mara spoke. 'I lead here.'

The man bared white, even teeth in an expression thatwas no smile. Browned by strong sun, his face wrinkledin contempt^You have sand, woman! I'll allow you that,but lead these men? You are female.' To Lujan, who wasnearest, the highlander rephrased his question. 'You! I donot answer a woman's tongue, and I would know: whatbrings you to come with warriors into our lands? Do youseek war?' This last seemed to be a joke, for he burst outin raucous laughter.

 

Mara waved Lujan to silence, and as though the brawnyman did not stand at her donkey's shoulder, addressed herherdsman guide. 'This highlander seems amused. Does hethink our presence funny, or does he intend slight to ourhonor?'

 

But whether he followed his own advice, or was simplycowed to silence, layapa said nothing.

 

Mara frowned, forced to rely upon her own judgment.By Tsurani accounts, the Thuril were bloodthirsty warriors,quick to attack, savage in fighting. But the opinions of aninvading army were suspect, Mara felt. The only otherThuril she had observed had been captives sent into thearena. These men had proven themselves to be assertive,independent and courageous. They had suffered beatingby Tsurani overseers rather than fight as a spectacle fortheir captors' amusement.

 

Mara addressed the man again. 'I seek your chieftain.'

Much as if an insect had spoken aloud, the highlanderlooked surprised, 'You seek our chieftain?' He stroked hischin as if thinking. 'What cause have you to disturb him?He already has a woman to warm his nights!'

 

Mara bridled, but held back her temper in time. Shegestured to stay Lujan, who was poised to rush forwardto answer the insult. Mara forced herself to calm study ofthis brash highlander. In truth, he appeared young, barelymore than twenty-five years of age. By Tsurani custom, hewas just old enough to inherit. And like those of a boy givenfirst responsibility, perhaps his manners were all swagger,to make himself seem important in a larger world. 'I do notspeak to boys. Take me to your chieftain now, or I will askthat you be punished for your rudeness when I seek himout myself.'

 

The man stepped away, in a mock show of intimidation.'My Lady! But of course.'

 

He spun on his heel in a swirl of cloak and kilt, and settwo fingers to his lips. His whistle pierced the air, causingMara's warriors to start. ~

 

'Draw no swords,' she commanded in a low voiceto Lujan.

 

Her Force Commander gave a hard look to his men,willing them to hold fast, even as, in a scrabble of rocks

and gravel, more than a score of men sprang into viewaround their position. All were heavily armed, from bows,spears, and swords to bristling rows of throwing knives;not a few of the fiercest and largest carried double-headedaxes. Mara's small guard was outnumbered three to one,and if it came to a fight, the trail where they stood wouldbecome a slaughter ground.

 

Prepared for death, Lujan murmured, 'They may nothave been looking for trouble, but they are ready should:it find them.'

 

The highlander on the trail glanced to his circle ofsupporters. He grinned wickedly. 'You heard the female,She thinks to command our chieftain to have me beaten forrudeness!' Rough laughter greeted this statement, punctuatedby the hiss of swords being drawn.

 

Mara swallowed hard. Aware that she must either fight orstand down, before her men were killed out of hand and sheand Kamlio were taken for gods only knew what fate, sheforced her dry tongue to shape speech. 'I said we "were ona mission of peace! To prove this, my men will disarm.'

At Lujan's incredulous glance, she added, 'Do so!'

Obedient to a man, her Tsurani guard loosened theirsword belts..,The clatter of weapon sheaths striking hardstone seemed pathetically swallowed by the wide expanseof sky.

 

The young warrior's grin became predatory. He reachedup, jerked off the hide tie that secured his braid, andsnapped it taut between his hands. 'Bind them,' he rappedout. He looked at Lujan as he added, 'You are Tsurani!Enemies of my people. We shall see whom my chief shallorder beaten!'

 

Mara closed her eyes as the ring of the Thuril rushedin upon her defenceless party, but she did not react soonenough to miss the lecherous looks the nearer men shottoward Kamlio. Her ears still heard their comments, in astrange language, but derisive in tone. Gods protect us, shethought, what fate have I commanded for my people? For byevery tenet of honor, and every belief of the religion she wasborn to, she should have seen all her warriors dead to a man,and herself killed, before she consented to surrender. ;

'You did right, great Lady,' layapa said urgently. But asrough hands dragged Mara from her perch on the donkey,and greasy leather thongs creased her wrists, she was notreassured. More than Acoma shame was at stake here, shereminded herself as her warriors endured in silence as they,too, were trussed hand and foot. Honor, pride, even peace,would mean nothing if the Assembly was not challenged inits omnipotence.

 

But as she and her people were pushed and prodded andjeered at like slaves, she was not sure she would not ratherbe dead.
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Captive

 

Mara fell.

 

The highlander who had shoved her into the line ofmarch laughed as she landed on her knees on rough stones.He caught her arm, jerked her painfully back to her feet,and pushed her ahead again. She stumbled into Saric, whostood firm to support her, his horrified outrage barely keptunder control.

 

'My mistress should at least be permitted to ride onthe donkey,' he protested,-knowing by his Lady's grimexpression that she would not speak out of pride. He bitoff each word as if it were a curse.

 

'Be silent, Tsurani dog! The beast will be put to betteruse!' The highlander who appeared to be in chargebeckoned and gave instructions to an underling.

Mara held her chin high, trying not to look at Lujan'sbleeding face. He had refused to raise his wrists to bebound, and although he had not fought, it had takencoarse handling to force his hands behind his back tolash them. His eyes were dark with rage as he saw towhat 'better use'- their small beast of burden would be put:Kamlio had caught the fancy of these barbarous Thuril. Herbeauty was considered a prize, and it was she, not Mara,who was to ride.

 

When Saric again dared to protest, he was struck in theface and shouted at in broken Tsurani. 'The dark-hairedwoman is nearer the end of her childbearing years. She isof little value.'

 

Mara endured this additional shame, her cheeks burning.But as her kilted captors organised her party for the march,she ad ed inside with uncertainty. She had no clue whatthese Thuril might do with her and her men. But after whatshe knew of Tsurani treatment of highlander captives, sheexpected her fate would hardly be pleasant.

 

The Thuril hurried their prisoners upward into thehighlands. Mara slipped and stumbled on the slick shale andsplashed through knee-deep becks that tumbled out of theheights. Her wet sandal straps stretched, and her soles woreto blisters. She bit her lip, holding back tears of discomfort.If she flagged, one of the highlanders would shove her onwith an elbow, or the flat of his sword or ax. Her backbore unaccustomed bruises. Was this misery what Kevinand others of his countrymen might have felt while beingdriven in cofffles to the Tsurani slave market? Mara hadthought she understood when she had decided that slaverywas a wrong against humanity. Now she gained firsthandinsight into the suffering and the fear such unfortunatefolk must feel, subject to the whim of others. And whileher plight was perilous, she was still a free woman andwould be again, if she survived, but what must it be toknow that there is never a hope of escape? Kevin's deeplypersonal anger on the subject no longer mystified her.

Kamlio sat on the donkey. The former courtesan's facewas pale but her expression was impassive,a properTsurani's. But as the girl glanced her way more than once,Mara saw terror and concern behind her mask. Somethingin Kamlio had begun to awaken if she felt concern for themistress who tripped and pressed forward on foot by thedonkey's tail.

 

The lowland hills became craggy as the day wore on, andthe Thuril pressed their captives ever higher into the plateaucountry. Through the discomforts of sweat and exhaustion,Mara reminded herself of the higher purposes that hadcaused her unconditional surrender. But moral abstractionsseemed to take on less importance as thirst dried her throatand her legs began to tremble with the exertion of a forcedmarch. Again she tried to stiffen flagging resolve: she mustdiscover the secret behind what the cho-ja and the lessermagician had named 'the forbidden.' A puzzle lay-beforeher in this hostile land, all the more maddening in that thesolution lay outside Tsurani experience. Mara had no hintof what to expect when and if she should gain the ear ofsomeone in authority. She did not even know the Thurillanguage, far less what questions to ask. How arrogant shehad been when she had boarded the Coalteca in the beliefthat she might journey to these alien shores and, throughtalk and force of personality, make a sufficient impressionto be heard in courtesy by her people's enemies! Born topower, never in her life deprived of the privileges of herrank, Mara perceived how foolish her presumptions hadbeen. As exalted Servant of the Empire, revered by herpeople, she had never once considered that foreigners mightact differently. The lessons she had learned from Kevin ofZun should have warned of the differences between peoples.Would the gods ever forgive her stupidity?

 

Fear preyed increasingly on her mind as her captors droveher without rest through a high pass in the hills. The donkeyplodded ahead, oblivious to human concerns and contentto be what the gods had made it, a beast of burden. Noless a burden do I carry, thought Mara, tripping again andfeeling the wrench in her tied wrists as she fought to keepher balance. Lost in miserable thought, she did not noteSaric's and Lujan's tortured looks of worry. The fate ofmore than her family rested upon her strength. Captivitytaught her a painful lesson: no man or woman should live atthe whim of another. But that was the only way to describethe wretched lives of Tsurani common folk. Their fate, andthat of the lowest slaves, depended upon her as much asthe fate of nobles. But reform in Tsuranuanni could not bebegun, until the Assembly's omnipotence was broken.Bitter possibilities surfaced to harry Mara's brave resolve:that Kasuma might be her last child, that separation fromHokanu might last for the rest of her life, that she mustleave unsettled his reluctance to name a daughter as his heir.Kevin's contrary nature had well taught her that loving aman did not guarantee peace with him; no time in her lifehad been more sorrowful for her, and few more regretted,than the moment the imperial decree had forced her to sendthe barbarian away. She feared that Hokanu might lose herin as abrupt a manner, leaving unsaid all that meant themost between them. Mara swallowed, fighting despair. Ifshe could not reason with these Thuril, if they traded orsold her into bondage, then if Hokanu was to have ason, another woman must bear his child for him. Thatthought caused worse pain than any physical discomfort.Mara fought tears.

 

Only belatedly did Mara realise that their march hadslowed. Her captors paused in a vale between hills purpledwith the shadows of late afternoon. Down the slopes ran acompany of younger Thuril warriors. In a swirl of cloaksthey brandished weapons and laughed boisterously. Ajubilant rendezvous engulfed the party who shepherdedthe smaller band of prisoners. The newcomers viewedKamlio with raised brows and hoots of appreciation. They

fingered Mara's plain robe, loudly talking, until the Ladygrew annoyed at being stared at.

 

'What do they say?' she demanded sharply of Layapa,who stood with his head hanging. He shrank still furtherat Mara's imperious address.

 

'Lady,' admitted the herdsman, 'these are rough men.'Derisive shouts arose at his deferential manner, and someonesaid in gruff and broken Tsurani, 'We should call thatone Answers-to-Women, eh?'

 

Whoops and laughter arose, nearly drowning Mara'sfurious inquiries and Iayapa's desperate appeal: 'Lady, donot ask me to translate.' Behind her, one of the young menwas gripping his crotch and rolling his eyes as if in pleasure.His companions found the remarks he uttered hilarious, forthey clapped each other's shoulders and chuckled.

Iayapa said over their din, 'You would be offended,great Lady.'

 

'Tell me!' Mara demanded as Saric and Lujan shuffledcloser and took their accustomed positions at her sides toshield her from the taunts of the foreigners.

 

'Lady, I mean no disrespect.' Had his hands been free,layapa would have prostrated himself. Bound helpless, hecould only look strained. 'You order me. The first one, thefellow with the green cloak, he asked our guide if he hadtaken you yet.'

 

Mara said nothing, but nodded.

 

Iayapa sweated, despite the cool highland air. 'The onewho guides us says he is waiting for us to reach the village,for you are bony and he needs many cushions and furs.'Almost blushing, he blurted the rest. 'The third one whograbbed himself says that a man has answered to you. Thatmight mean you are a witch. Does the one who guides us nottake a risk, should he attempt to touch you, that you mightrip off his . . . manhood and feed it to him. The others thinkthis is very funny indeed.'

 

Mara wrenched in annoyance at the thongs that tiedher wrists. How could she answer such lewdness withdignity, bound as she was like livestock? She consideredfor a moment, glancing at Lujan and Saric. Both menlooked fit to murder, but they were as helpless as she.Yet nothing under heaven would cause her to endure suchabuse from strangers without even token resistance! Leftonly her tongue, Mara raised the most scathing shout she couldmuster. These crude barbarians might not understandTsurani, but by Turakamu, they could comprehend herintent by her tone.

'You!' she snapped out, jerking her head in the directionof the highlander leader who had taken them. 'What isyour name!'

 

The aag-nosed man at the head of the troop stiffened,and, almost before thought, turned toward her. The youngerman beside him left off clutching his crotch and stared athis elder in astonishment. He said something, to whichhis leader made a gesture of incomprehension. Instead,he addressed Iayapa in his own language, and the otherslaughed.

 

Mara did not wait for translation. 'This swaggering foolwith no more brains than the beast who carries my servinggirl now claims he cannot understand me.' Her consonantssharpened with malice. 'Even after he exchanged words inTsurani down the trail from here?'

 

Several of the highlanders turned at this, some revealingsurprise. So! Mara thought. There are others who can speakour tongue, albeit badly. She must make the most of this.

Mara played along with the embarrassed highlander'scharade and addressed Iayapa alone. 'Tell this buffoon,who forgets words as well as his mother forgot the nameof his father, exactly what I say.' Mara paused, then addedinto shocked silence, 'Tell him he is a rude little boy. Whenwe reach his village I shall ask that his chieftain beat himfor inexcusable manners toward a guest. Inform him furtherthat should I seek company for my bed, it would be witha man, not a child still longing for his mother's shriveledbreast, and more, that should he touch me, I will laugh whenhis manhood fails to rise. He is as ignorant as a needra, andsmells worse. He is uglier than my most disreputable dog

and worth less - for my dog can hunt and has less vermin.Tell him his very existence brings shame upon his alreadyhonorless ancestors.'

 

Suddenly inexplicably gleeful, Iayapa translated. Beforehe had finished the first sentence, the eyes of every Thurilwarrior fixed upon the Lady of the Acoma. By the time thetranslation of her tirade was completed, their stony stillnessfrightened her. Her heart banged in her chest. They mighteasily kill her. Any Tsurani Lord so addressed by a captivewould have had her strung up by her neck and kicking.But kite could hardly hold worse than to be dragged intoslavery, Mara felt. Whether or not these men would hangher in total dishonor, she showed them nothing but the faceof haughty contempt.

 

Then the mood broke. All but the target of Mara's insultsexploded into knee-slapping peals of mirth. 'The shrewhas a tongue for words, did you hear?' someone criedto the insulted man in accented Tsurani. This confirmedthat he spoke the language well enough to realise whathad been said of him before Iayapa's translation. Severalof his companions were laughing so hard they had tosit down, lest their knees buckle. The warrior Mara hadberated studied her, then, as color rose into his cheeks, henodded once.

 

Lujan pressed closer to Mara's side as another of theThuril warriors shouted, waving his bow at Mara insalutation. Made aware by the man's grin that she wasnot going to be summarily executed, Mara said, 'What didhe say?'

 

Iayapa shrugged. 'That you know how to insult like aman. It is something of an art among the Thuril, mistress.As I learned well at my mother's knee, they can be a mostirritating people.'

 

In time the pandemonium subsided. The younger troopbanded together and took their leave to resume duty, somestill chuckling as they took the outbound trail. Mara'scaptors, including their red-faced leader, hustled theirTsurani charges around the next bend toward home.Late sunlight slashed across a meadow. Beyond the openground lay a wooden walled town of steeply peaked roofs.Curls of smoke rose from stone chimneys, and the spearsof sentries could be seen on the wall walks. The town'sposition guarded another trail that wound into the hills.

The highlander warriors quickened the pace, in a hurryto bring in their captive prizes.

 

'Strange,' murmured Saric, his indefatigable curiosity stillevident despite the rigor of their march and the uncertainfate awaiting him. Unlike any Tsurani, these Thuril seemedindifferent to chatter between their prisoners. 'While thisgrass offers good grazing for livestock, it is not eatenshort, but only cut across by the paths of the flocks andherders.'

 

At this comment, the Thuril leader glanced over his shoulder,his lip half curled in contempt. In blatant contradictionof his earlier claim of ignorance of the Tsuranitongue, he said in a mangled accent, 'You should be glad tohave an escort through this meadow, Tsurani dog. Withoutus to show you which path to tread, you would be lost.For this ground is still trapped from the last visit your kindmade to our hills!'

 

Lujan answered thoughtfully, 'You mean your folk stillmaintain fortifications from the last war?'

 

'But the fighting ceased more than a decade ago,'Saric objected. Lujan confided softly to his cousin, 'Longmemories.' Behind his insouciant tones lay foreboding.That the Thuril kept their village guarded with lethaldeadfalls after so much time revealed a resentment that

would complicate any overtures toward negotiation; assoldier, Lujan had heard the tales told by veterans of theill-conceived invasion into Thuril. A man was better deadthan taken prisoner, to be turned over alive to the vengefultreatment of highlander women.

 

But he concealed his fears from Mara as they were herdedpast the deadly meadow, and on, over a wooden bridge thatspanned a moat, fed by a swift-running river. The waterrushed over rock snags and whirled in black eddies throughpools too swift for a swimmer to cross. As Lujan's eyesmeasured the possibility of escape across the current, theleader of the highlanders noticed.

 

He waved a leather-gauntleted arm at the rock pools.'Many Tsurani warriors drowned there, sword captain!More broke their necks on the stone, trying in vain tobuild a rope bridge.' He shrugged, and his grin returned.'Your commanders are not stupid men, just stubborn. Intime, they threw platforms across there'- his cloak fringesdanced as he pointed to a ledge by the lowered bridge -'andthere.' He indicated another outcrop farther down. Then,as if warriors from the past still screamed battle cries intothe dusk-grey air, he glanced up at the looming wall of thepalisade. 'It was a near thing.'

 

Mara had pushed through her fatigue to follow theconversation. 'You must have been a very small boy inthose times. How do you remember?'

 

Distracted by vivid recall, the highlander leader forgotthat he answered a woman. 'I was up on the battlement,bringing water to my father and uncles. I helped carry thedead and wounded.' His face twisted into long-nurturedbitterness. 'I remember.'

 

He jabbed Lujan forward with a blow and led across thebridge. The looming shadow of the gateway cut off all viewof sky and fortifications. The leader answered to a challengefrom an unseen sentry then hustled the Tsurani captivesthrough. Lujan took note of the log battlements, faced onthe outside with smooth boards, but left unfinished inside,with bark and stubs of branches still left on the trunks, asif the defense works had been erected in haste. 'It must havebeen a fierce battle.'

 

The leader laughed. 'Not that fierce, Tsurani. We wereup in the hills by the time the third attack came and yoursoldiers seized the palisades. Our leaders aren't stupid,either. If your people wanted the village so much, we wouldlet you have it. Taking a place is one thing; holding it isanother.' with a sneer of contempt, he added, 'We wouldn'tlet you have the hills, Tsurani.' He waved broadly towardthe peaks that notched the sky above the wall. 'There isour true home. In these valleys, we might build halls andhouses to meet, and trade, and celebrate, but our familiesare raised in the high country. That is where your soldiersdied, Tsurani, as we attacked your foragers and patrols.Hundreds perished in our raids, until your kind tired ofthe highlands and went home.'

 

By now past the fortifications, and into the avenue ofcommerce, the party of prisoners attracted notice. Womenbeating their laundry clean with stones in a wide publicbasin paused in their work to point and stare. Urchinsin colored plaids screamed and ran to look, or staredwide-eyed from behind mothers who carried cloth-wrappedloaves of bread from the baker's. Some of the dirtier, wilderchildren capered about the bound strangers, shouting;afraid some might fling stones, Lujan jerked his head athis warriors, who jostled closely around their mistress to

give what protection they could.

 

But no hostilities were offered, beyond glares frommiddle-aged women, who perhaps had lost sons or husbandsto imperial warriors in battle. The donkey bearingKamlio caused the most furor, as children swooped closewith excited chatter. The highlanders fended them off withmock gruffness. Still the little ones shouted. 'It has onlyfour legs!'

 

'Why doesn't it fall down?' cried another about the ageof Ayaki before he died.

 

The soldier who led the beast took the din in goodstride, giving the children outrageous answers that madethem squeal and scream with laughter.

 

After a studied silence, Mara observed, 'If these noisybarbarians intended to kill us, surely the mothers wouldnot let their little ones mingle, but would be hustling themaway home.'

 

Lujan crowded nearer to his mistress. 'Gods grant you areright, my Lady.' But his thoughts remained apprehensive.He could see the covetous glances Kamlio attracted fromthe men who passed on the street. The women who bundledup their washing looked sharp-faced and unfriendly, and agroom carrying a water pannikin spat in their direction incontempt. The Thuril were a fierce race, the veterans whohad returned alive from fighting in these hills had insisted.Their young were toughened at the knees of mothers whowere awarded as battle prizes, or carried off by forcein raids.

 

As the highlanders brought their captives to a halt in thesquare, it could be seen that the entire village consistedof a ring of buildings built against the wall, leaving anopen air market at the center, with portable tent stalls fortraders, and palings of thorny stakes to enclose livestock.Mara's party was driven into the largest of these pens,while onlookers laughed and called out in derision. Iayaparefused to answer Saric's requests for translation, and Maraherself was too weary to care. She longed only for a patchof clean ground to sit down; the dirt she trod was thickwith droppings left from its animal occupants. She enviedKamlio her seat on the donkey, until she looked over atthe younger girl and realised by her pinched pallor that sheprobably had sores from sitting so long in the saddle. Themen did not let her down, but tied her mount to a pole bythe gate, then leaned on folded arms against the posts, andmurmured in appreciation of her loose golden hair and herbeauty.

 

Furious that so little care had been taken for even theirmost basic human needs, Mara shouldered past her officers.At the gate, where the highlanders clustered, she demandedin a loud voice, 'What are you going to do with my people?'Trembling with anger that was fueled the more by fear, shetossed her head to shake tangled hair from her eyes. 'Mywarriors require food and water, and a decent place to rest!

Is this the hospitality you show to strangers who come on

a mission of peace? A slave's bonds, and a livestock pen?

!Shame to you, carriers of vermin who were spawned in thedirt like pigs!' Here she borrowed the Midkemian word for

a beast whose habits were considered reprehensible.

The foreign word seemed to upset the Thuril, whoscowled as their leader stamped forward. Red with anger,or maybe embarrassment, he shouted to Lujan, 'Silence thewoman, if you wish her to live.'

 

The Acoma Force Commander glowered back. He saidin a voice that could easily be heard on a battlefield, 'She ismy mistress. I take my orders from her. If you have the witsnot to make water in your bedding at night, you would dothe same.'

 

The leader of the highlanders roared in fury at thisinsult. He might have drawn his sword and chargedforward, but one of his companions caught him back.Words were exchanged in Thuril. Lujan could only standin dumb but dignified incomprehension as the irate leaderallowed himself to be placated. The highlander mutteredsomething short and guttural to the spokesman who hadrestrained him. At length, he loosed a huge guffaw that cutoff as the men around him snapped into attentiveness.

'That must be their chieftain,' Saric murmured. He hadmoved up to Mara's shoulder, unnoticed until he had

spoken. Mara noted that their escort all looked towarda cloaked man who had emerged down the wooden stairof the most imposing building that edged the square. Streetchildren scattered from his path as he crossed the openexpanse, and the women carrying their loads of damp washhomeward averted their faces in deference.

The newcomer was old and hunched, but he moved witha sureness that could still negotiate the roughest trail. Maraestimated his age to be about sixty years. Tokens of corcaracarved by Tsurani hands were woven into his braid, nodoubt worn as battle trophies. Mara repressed shiver as theelder neared enough for her to make out that the buttonson his cloak front were fashioned of polished bone. Thetales were true, then, that Thuril believed that an artifacttaken from a dead foe would lend them strength in life.Her finger bones could as easily wind up as an ornamentin some warrior's attire.

 

The highlander chief paused to share words with thesquad captain who had charge of the prisoners. He pointedto the golden-haired courtesan and the donkey, said somethingelse, and smiled. The squad leader saluted, plainlyexcused from duty. By his look of self-satisfaction, he wouldnow be going home to his wife.

 

Mara seemed worn and disheartened, and driven bysympathy for her, Saric shouted, 'Aren't you going tointroduce us?'

 

The highlander officer froze between strides. His menand his chieftain looked on in bright-eyed interest, as theman considered whether he should reply to the hail of aprisoner. Then, in burred accent, he called back, 'Introduceyourself, Tsurani! Your woman seems capable enough withher tongue!'

 

Another of the highlander warriors offered with maliciousamusement, 'Our captain is Antaha, guideman ofthe Loso. I give you his name so that when you appealto our chieftain to have him beaten, he will know whomto seek out.'

 

This interruption was greeted by uproarious laughter,shared by the old chief, and even the street children andthe women by the washing well. Irked past restraint by thesestrange, annoying people, Mara again pressed to the fore.To the chieftain, who chuckled and slapped his knees, shecalled imperiously, 'I am Mara, Ruling Lady of the Acoma,and I have come to the Thuril Confederacy on a missionof peace.'

 

The chief lost his mirth as if slapped. Shocked to silentanger, he regrouped. 'A woman standing in querdidradroppings comes claiming to be someone of rank and anemissary of peace?'

 

Mara looked whitely furious. Aware that she neared herbreaking point, and that to insult this chieftain in publicwould earn her certain reprisal, Lujan turned desperatelyto Saric. 'We must act, even if only to distract her.'

But the young First Adviser stepped forward withoutseeming to hear. As Mara opened her mouth to speak,Saric broke protocol and shouted down her voice with hisown. 'Chief among the Thuril,' he cried, 'you are a fool,who offers our Lady of the Acoma no better hospitalitythan a livestock pen! You speak of Mara, Servant of theEmpire, and a member of the Emperor Ichindar's royalfamily!'

 

The chieftain jerked up his square chin. 'She?' If his wordseemed filled with contempt, Saric's statement was notentirely wasted. The elderly man did not add any derogatorycomment, but summarily waved Antaha back to duty. Thistime, the chief's words were rapid and commanding, andlayapa, under pressure from Saric, translated.

'He says that if Antaha should bring animals into camp,then he must look after them: feed them, water them, andgive them bedding. Not too much, though, for straw isscarce, and the gods do not love waste. The girl on the

donkey is to be sheltered in a hut. Her beauty is great,and should be treasured for the man who will win rightsto claim her to wife.' layapa looked troubled, for at this,Mara's eyes seemed to bore into him with the hardnessof flint.
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But her command held no personal resentment as shesaid, 'Finish.'

 

layapa nodded and bleakly licked his lips. 'The chief ofthis village says also that he has heard of the Servant of theEmpire, who is family to the Tsurani Emperor. He addsthat Ichindar is ruled by women, and that he, a bornhighlander, will not deign to speak with a woman of anyclaim to royal lineage on the open street. But because of theexisting treaty between Tsuranuanni and the Confederacy,neither is he free to authorise his village men to claim Maraas spoils.'

 

Hoots of disappointment ran through the squad ofhighlanders who had escorted the Lady's party in. Twoof the more impudent ones made obscene gestures.

Then the chieftain turned toward the captives in the penand addressed Mara's Force Commander in Tsurani thatwas accentless, learned during former wars. 'If you havea need that is not met, Antaha is charged responsible.Tomorrow he will gather an escort of twenty warriors,and take you and your females on to the high chief atDarabaldi. Judgment, if such is called for, will be dealt bythe council there.'

 

Saric looked thunderous, but he listened when Iayapatouched his arm in entreaty. 'First Adviser, do not provokethese men or their chieftain any further. They are not apeople in love with arguments over points of etiquette.They mete out deaths very swiftly, and do not regret.Morning could have found all of us lying here with cutthroats, or worse. To be sent to Darabaldi rather thanparceled out among those who captured us is, in fact, agreat concession.'

 

Saric regarded the dung that crusted his sandals, andexchanged a disgusted glance with Lujan, whose fingersseemed lost without sword to hand in his scabbard.'Cousin,' the Acoma adviser said gravely, 'if this is a

':

 

great concession, dare we even speculate what a smallone might have been?'

 

The strain told, but could not entirely vanquish the spirit

of Mara's Force Commander. He broke his Tsurani facadeof impassivity and stifled a deep chuckle. 'Gods, man, you'llbe speculating on points of philosophy in the smoke ofyour funeral pyre, I know it.' Then, as one, he and the

First Adviser turned to tend their mistress, who to theirexperienced eyes looked small and disheartened and alone,though her back was straight, and her face as imperious asalways.

 

She was watching an enterprising group of highlanderstaking charge of Kamlio and the donkey. 'Do you thinkthey will harm her?' she demanded of layapa, and to theears of those closest to her, anxiety colored her tone.

The onetime herdsman shook his head. 'There are neverenough women of childbearing age in this harsh land, andKamlio is beautiful, which makes her doubly valuable. Butthe chieftain of this tribe must grant his approval before anyman could bargain for her as a wife. Lacking his consent,she may be admired, but not bedded. All the unmarriedwarriors know that to trouble her now would forfeit anychance to ask for her as a mate. Since many single menin the highlands die without ever winning wives, even sosmall a chance to claim a woman is not to be risked.'

Mara swallowed. 'Do they have no courtesans in thisland?'

 

layapa looked offended. 'Only a few, in Darabaldi. Notmany women choose that life, with no honor to their tribe.The young men may go to them once or twice a year, butthat gives no comfort during long winter nights.'

Over the little herdsman's head, Lujan and Saric exchangedglances. 'Funny place, this,' Saric muttered, againglancing sourly at the dung-littered ground upon which, itappeared, they must all wait out the night. These Thuril
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thought nothing of stealing a girl or a woman from herhome in a bloody raid. Even the most repressed Tsuraniwife had the right to be heard in public by her Lord.'Barbaric indeed!' Saric muttered. Then he shivered as acold wind cut down off the heights. He glanced at hisdiminutive Lady, and admired the grit that enabled her tokeep her dignity. That she should be bound, and handled,and treated no better than a slave by total strangers, madehim furious enough to kill.

 

As if she read his thoughts, she turned to him that sweetsmile which never failed to inspire loyalty and pride. 'I willmanage, Saric. Just keep that warrior cousin of yours fromlosing his temper over things that do not matter. For this sheraised her hands, still tied with rawhide strips- 'andthis' - she scuffed her foot at the soiled ground - 'areunimportant. The Assembly of Magicians would do worse.If I can speak to the Thuril High Chief at Darabaldi, that isall that must concern us.'

 

Then, as the gloom deepened, and tallow candles shed anorange glow behind the oiled-hide windows that fronted thesquare, she bent her head and appeared to be meditating asthe priestesses of Lashima's temple had taught her during agirlhood that now seemed far in the past.

 

Warmed by Saric and Lujan, pressed close, and protectedfrom the cold and filthy ground by the cloak her ForceCommander had insisted upon lending her, Mara awakenedto a touch on her shoulder. The sleep of total exhaustionleft her slowly. She blinked, stirred, and opened her eyes todarkness broken by a thin glow cast from the few windowsstill lighted across the square.

 

'What is it?' Her body was stiff, and aching with everybruise and sore she had gotten in the day's long march.

'One comes,' Saric whispered, and then she, too, saw thecresses that weaved across the square.
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The cloaked figure who carried it was a woman. Shebobbed her head, but did not speak, to the sentry whoguarded the pen. A token changed hands, a flash of carvedshell reflected briefly by flame light.

 

Then, with a rich laugh, the sentry admitted her. Shestepped into the livestock compound, her lantern held highover her hooded head. She scanned the rows of Mara'swarriors, roused from their rest, and banded together inwary defensiveness.

 

'Lady of the Acoma?' Her voice was gruff and rich, notthat of a young woman, but one that had seen many yearsof life and laughter. 'My Lord has relented, and says youmay shelter for the night with your servant, in the hut withthe unmarried women.'

 

'Dare you trust her?' Saric said in his Lady's ear. 'Thiscould be a ploy to separate you.'

 

'Well I know it,' Mara whispered back. Then, loudlyenough to be heard, she said, 'If your intentions are honest,cut my bonds.'

 

The Thuril woman stepped closer with the torch, lightinga path for herself between Mara's warriors. 'But of course,Lady Mara.' She reached inside her cloak with her free handand removed a dagger.

 

Mara felt Lujan flinch taut against her at the sight of thebared blade. But with his hands tied, he could do little todefend her.

 

He watched in sick anxiety as the highland woman

reached down and deftly cut the rawhide that bound theLady's hands.

 

Mara rubbed her wrists, forcing her face not to refleaher discomfort as the circulation returned to her crampedfingers. 'Free my officers and my men also,' she demandedimperiously.

 

The woman stepped back, sheathing the knife at her belt.'I may not, Lady Mara.'
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- 'Then I do not come,' the Lady of the Acoma said icily Y.:in return.

 

The cloaked woman shrugged, indifferent. 'Stay out here,then. But your servant girl has need of you. She will not stopshaking.

 

Fury flowed through Mara. 'Has Kamlio been hurt?'

Pride held the highland woman silent; and from the darkoutside the ring of torchlight, layapa said, 'Good Servant,you offer insult. This is the chieftain's wife come to offeryon better hospitality, and to imply harm to your servinggirl is to give affront to all in this tribe. Her gesture ofkindness is genuine, and I advise you to accept.'

Mara drew in an icy breath. It was all very well to allowthese barbarians their own honor - but what of her own!To leave her warriors here in this dung pit shamed her astheir Lady. ~

 

Saric felt her uncertainty through the contact of herbody with his. 'Lady,' he said in a low voice, 'I think youmust trust her. We gave up our option to fight already. Asprisoners, what can we do but chance the consequences ofthat earlier decision?'

 

At heart, Mara knew her adviser was correct. But the partof her that was born and raised Tsurani refused to yield soeasily to such honorless practicality.

 

Lujan elbowed her gently in the ribs. 'My Lady, do notworry for your-warriors. They will sleep in this querdidrapen as an honor in your service, and if any complain of it,I will see him whipped as a man in need of toughening! Ihave brought my best soldiers as your guard into this land.Each of them had to prove himself to be here, and I expectthem all to die on command if need be.' He paused, andadded wryly, 'To lie in a little dung is a lot less painful thana trip at a sword's point to Turakamu's halls.'

'True,' Mara agreed, too sore and heartsick to raise alaugh at his attempted humor. To the torch-bearing woman
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she said, 'I will come.' Stifffly she clawed her way to her feet.Her blistered soles stung as she stepped forward, and withan exclamation of sympathy, the chieftain's wife reachedand steadied her. Slowly Mara limped across the pen towardthe gate that the sentries held open.

 

One of them commented in Thuril as she and the chief'swife passed. The highland woman did not turn at his noise,but instead said something back in contempt. 'Men!' sheconfided to Mara in fluent Tsurani. 'A pity it is that theirbrains are not as quick as their organs to rise when theoccasion warrants cleverness.'

 

Surprised enough to have smiled, had she felt less miserable,Mara gave in to curiosity. 'Is it true your peopletake their women to wife by stealing them from theirfamilies in a raid?'

 

The cloaked figure by her side turned her head, and Marareceived the impression of a visage lined by hardship andamusement. 'But of course,' said the Thuril chief's wife.Her tone was half laughter, and half blistering scorn. 'Wouldyou lie with a man who had not proven himself a skillfulwarrior, a man to make his enemies afraid, and a handyprovider?'

 

Mara's eyebrows arose. Tsurani girls, after all, sought thesame qualities in a husband, even if they held different ritesof courtship. The Lady of the Acoma had never thought toview a custom she had presumed barbarous in such a light.

But in an alien way, this woman's words made sense.

'Call me Ukata,' the chief's wife said warmly. 'And if Iam sorry for anything, it is that it took me this long to drumsense into my silly husband's head, to allow you reprievefrom the cold!'

 

'I have much to learn of your Thuril ways,' Maraadmitted. 'By the talk of your warriors and your chief,I would have thought that women held little influence inthis land.'

Ukata grunted as she assisted Mara up the low woodensteps of the centermost house in the square, a long, beamedhall with a thatched roof. The smoke from the chimneysmelled of aromatic bark, and strange fertility symbolswere scratched into the doorposts. 'What men claim andwhat they actually are make different tales, as you mustknow at your age!'

 

Mara held her silence. She had been blessed with ahusband who heard her as an equal, and a barbarian loverwho had shown her the meaning of her womanhood; butshe was not unfamiliar with the lot of others whose menheld dominance over them. The most unfortunate werelike Kamlio, helpless to gain influence over decisions thataffected them; the best were formidable manipulators, likeLady Isashani of the Xacatecas. Men regarded her as thesupreme example of the Tsurani wife, and yet neither Lordnor ally nor enemy had ever gotten the better of her.

Ukata raised the wooden latch and pushed open the doorwith a creak of hinges. Gold light washed out into the night,along with sweet smoke from the bark that burned in thestone fireplace. Mara followed the chief's wife inside.

'Here,' said a kindly female voice, 'take off those soiledsandals.'

 

Mara was stiff and slow to bend; hands pressed herinto a wooden chair. There, accustomed as she was tocushions, she perched awkwardly while a girl with russetbraids removed her footwear. The soft, woven carpet onthe floor felt luxurious to her chilled toes. Weary enoughto fall asleep where she sat, Mara fought to stay alert.She could learn a great deal about the Thuril people ifthese women were interested in talk. But listening to theburred accents, and seeing shy smiles among the unmarriedmaidens whose home she would share, Mara realised shelacked Isashani's finesse when it came to gatherings amongwomen. More at home with the politics of a clan meeting
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and the seat of rulership, the Lady of the Acoma rubbedone blistered ankle and strove for the inspiration to cope.

She needed a translator. The unmarried girls at a glanceall appeared to be under sixteen years of age, too young tohave lived at the time of the last war and to have learned anyTsurani. Mara looked through the lamplit ring of faces untilshe located Ukata's grey head; as she suspected, the chief'swife seemed to be extricating herself for departure.

'Wait, Lady Ukata,' Mara called, giving the address herown people would award a woman of noble rank. 'I havenot properly thanked you for my rescue from the livestockpen, nor have I had the chance to tell your people why Iam here.'

 

'Thanks are not necessary, Lady Mara,' Ukata replied,turning back. The youngest girl of the company gave wayto allow their elder a clear path, until she stood beforeMara's chair. 'Our people are not the barbarians that youTsurani suppose. As a woman who has borne children andseen them die in battle, I understand why our men still holdyour kind in hatred. As to why you are here, you may tellthat to our high chief at Darabaldi.'

 

'If I am allowed to be heard,' Mara responded with asnap of acerbity. 'Your men, you must admit, have shortattention spans.'

 

Ukata laughed. 'You will be heard.' She patted theTsurani Lady's hand, her touch calloused but gentle. 'Iknow the high chief's wife. She is Mirana, and we wereraised in the same village, before the raid in which shewas taken to wife. She is tough as old rock, and garrulousenough to break the will of any man, even that meat-brainswho is her husband. She will see that you are heard, or insult

his manhood before his warriors until his sex parts witherfrom shame.'

 

Mara listened with startled surprise. 'You seem very calmwhen you speak of the raids that take you from home andfamily,' she observed. 'And do your husbands not bcae youfor saying uncomplimentary things of them?'

 

A flurry of questions from the young girls, and manycries of 'Da? Da?' followed Mara's statement. Ukata gavein and translated. This raised a round of giggles, whichquieted as the chief's wife spoke again. 'Raids to win wivesare ... formal ... a custom in these lands, Lady Mara.They stem from a time when women were even morescarce than now, and a husband established his standingby the age when he successfully stole a wife. Nowadayswomen are carried off without bloodshed. There is muchshouting and pursuit with terrible oaths and threats ofretribution, but it is all for show. Once that was not so theraids in past times were-bloody and men died. Now ahusband earn his accolades by how far afield he goes tobring home a mate, and how vigorously she was defendedby her village. This house for unmarried girls lies deepestinside our defences. But also, you will note, only girls of anage and an inclination to have a mate come to live here.'

Mara regarded the ring of young faces, smooth andunmarked yet by life. 'You mean that all of you here wantto be taken by strangers?'

 

At their look of blank incomprehension Ukata answeredin their stead. 'These youngsters watch the lads who visitthe village, who spy in turn on the girls.' With a smile shesaid, 'If they deem a boy is lacking in grace, the girl willscream with conviction, instead of the mock shouts of fear,and the suitor so rejected will be chased away by the fathersof the village. But few young girls would wish to be leftwhen the warriors come naked to raid. To be overlooked isto be considered ugly or blemished. If a girl is not stolen bya raider, the only way she may win a husband is to wait untiltwo suitors come for the same girl, then throw herself onthe back of the one who failed, and ride him home withoutbeing pushed off!'

Mara shook her head, mystified by such a strange custom.She had much to learn if she was to gain understandingenough to negotiate for help from these foreigners. Ukataadded, 'It is late, and you will be starting out early in themorning. I suggest you allow the girls to show you to asleeping mat, and that you rest through the night.'

'I thank you, Lady Ukata.' Mara inclined her head inrespect and permitted herself to be led into a small,curtained cubicle that served as sleeping quarters for Thurilgirls. The floor was lined with furs, and the small oil lampleft burning showed a drift of yellow hair scattered amidthe bedding. Kamlio lay there already, curled motionlesson her side. Her fair skin showed no bruises. Relievedthat Arakasi's pretty courtesan had taken no harm, Maragestured to the Thuril girl who lingered that her needs weremet. Then, she gratefully slipped off her soiled robe. Cladin her thin silk underrobe, she crawled under the furs, andreached up to extinguish the lamp.

 

'Lady?' Kamlio's eyes were open, watching. She had notbeen asleep at all, but only shamming. 'Lady Mara, whatwill happen to us?'

 

Leaving the lamp alight, Mara snuggled the furs aroundher chin and studied the girl who regarded her with eyes likeluminous jewels. No wonder Arakasi had been overtakenby desire! Kamlio was appealing enough to bewitch anyman, with her creamy skin and fine, fair coloring. As badly

as the Lady of the Acoma wished to offer reassurance,she knew better than to lie. If her Spy Master had beenthawed into discovery of emotion by the allure of thiscourtesan, what might the Thuril with their tradition oftaking women by raiding do to keep her? 'I don't know,Kamlio.' Mara's uncertainty showed through despite herbest efforts.

 

The ex-courtesan's delicate fingers tightened over the bedfurs. 'I don't want to stay among these people.' For the firsttime when dealing with her personal wishes, her gaze didnot shy away when she spoke.

 

'What would you do, then?' Mara seized upon thevulnerability that their straits as prisoners had created.~You are too intelligent to remain in my service as amaid, Kamlio, and too uneducated to assume a post ofmore responsibility. What would you like to do?'

Kamlio's green eyes flashed. 'I can learn. Others haverisen to rank in your service who were not born to it.' Shebit her full lip and after a moment, some of the tensionseemed to leave her, as if she let down some inner barrier byexpressing ambition. 'Arakasi,' she said uncertainly. 'Whydid he insist upon asking you to buy my freedom? Why didyou grant his request, if not to leave me to him?'

Mara briefly shut her eyes. She was too tired for this! Onewrong word, one insufficient answer, and she risked all thather Spy Master hoped for happiness. Honesty was her bestcourse, but how to choose the best phrases? Beaten downby a headache and by pain in every muscle - stiff from theday?s forced march - the Lady of the Acoma found that infact Isashani's tact was beyond her. The bluntness she hadlearned from Kevin of Zun must sufffice. 'You remind himof his family, who also were born to a life that did not suitthem, and who also never learned how to love.'

Kamlio's gaze widened. 'What family? He told me thatyou were all of his family and all of his honor.'

Mara accepted the burden of that statement. 'I mayhave become so. But Arakasi was born masterless toa woman of the Reed Life. He never knew the nameof his father, and he saw his only sister killed by alustful man.'

 

The courtesan absorbed this news in silence. Watching?fearful that she might have said too much, but unable tostop short, Mara added, 'He wants your freedom from thepast, Kamlio. I know him well enough to vow to you this:he would ask you for nothing more than you would givehim freely.'

 

'You love your husband that way,' Kamlio said, in herwords a cutting edge of accusation, as if she distrusted theexistence of such relations between a man and a woman.

'I do.' Mara waited, wishing she could lay her head downand close her eyes, to lose this and all other problems in theoblivion of sleep.

 

But Kamlio's need prevented that. She picked nervouslyat the furs, and in an abrupt change of subject, said, 'Lady,do not leave me here among these Thuril! I beg you. If I wereforced to become the wife of such a foreigner, I would neverfind out who I am, what sort of life would please me. I thinkI would never understand the meaning of the freedom youhave given me.'

 

'Have no fear, Kamlio,' Mara said, losing her battleagainst her overwhelming exhaustion. 'If I leave this landat all, I will bring all of my people out with me.'

As if she could trust this reassurance with her life,Kamlio reached out and snuffed the light. After that,Mara could only suppose that the girl shared no morewords in confidence, for the Lady of the Acoma sleptwithout dreams in the close, herb-scented cubicle.

When morning came, Lady Mara and her servant womanfound themselves well treated to a warm bath in thewomen's quarters, followed by a breakfast of fresh breadsand querdidra cheese. Kamlio appeared pale but composed.Yet Mara noted a fragility to her manner that she believedstemmed from worry rather than bitterness. Outside thehut, a great commotion of shouting and laughter issued

from the vicinity of the village square, but Mara could notmake out the cause through the blurry, translucent windowsof oiled hide. When she inquired, the young women whowere her hostesses gave her blank stares. Without Ukatapresent to translate, lime else could be done but endurethrough the simple meal in politeness until an escort ofhighlander warriors arrived at the door and demanded thatthe two Tsurani women come out.

 

Kamlio whitened. Mara touched her hand in reassurance,then raised her chin high and stepped outside.

A wagon waited by the low stair beyond the door. Ithad high sides woven of withe, and was drawn by twoquerdidra and the recalcitrant donkey. Its scrawny greyhide was flecked with spittle from the six-legged beasts'spite, and in vain it tried to kick at the traces to retaliate. Thequerdidra blinked their absurdly long lashes and wrinkledtheir lips as if laughing.

 

Tied to the wagon were Mara's warriors. They did notsmell of the dung that had been their last night's camp, butwere clean, if drenched. Lujan, as he saw his Lady descendthe stair, looked flushed with some inward satisfaction,and Saric was stifling a smile. Startled by her warriors'neat appearance, Mara looked further and realised thatthe Thuril highlanders who swaggered about on guarddetail were eyeing her captive retinue with what- seemeda newfound respect.

 

Suspect though she might that somehow the pandemoniumshe had heard through the walls of the house mightbe connected, she had no chance to inquire. The Thurilwarriors dosed around, and she and Kamlio were bundledup over the wagon's crude backboard into a bed lined withstraw. The withe rose up on either side, too tightly wovenfor Mara to see out. The warriors lashed the tailgate firmlydosed. Captives still, the women felt the jolt as the droverleaped up and gathered the reins, and then the creak ofwithe and wheels as he slapped his team with his goadand hastened them forward.

 

The donkey and the querdidra pulled badly together. Thewagon swayed and jolted over ruts, and the straw smelledof livestock, taken, as it was, from some goodman's byre.Kamlio looked so sick with fear that Mara bade her lie downin the straw. She offered the girl her overrobe, for the windcut down off the heights in chilly gusts. 'I will not see youabandoned, Kamlio,' she assured. 'You did not come hereto become some rough Thuril's wife.'

 

Then, too restless to sit still, Mara leaned against thewithe on the side nearest to Lujan and demanded to knowhow her warriors had gotten their soaking.

 

As before, the Thuril guard set over them did not carewhether their captives talked. Lujan was permitted to stepclose to the painted spokes of the wheel and answer hismistress all he liked.

 

'We complained that we did not care to march into theircapital smelling of dung,' the Acoma Force Commandersaid, his voice deep with choked-back amusement. 'So theyallowed us to go under guard to bathe in the river.' Nowa chuckle escaped Lujan's control. 'Of course, our armorand clothing were soiled, so we stripped to clean that also.This caused a great commotion among the highlanders.Iayapa said it was because they do not go naked exceptto battle. There was much pointing and shouting. Thensomeone called out in bad Tsurani that we were no sportfor insults, being unable to understand the rasping gruntsthese folk call a language.' Here Lujan paused. i

Mara leaned her cheek against the creaking withe.

'Go on.'

 

Lujan cleared his throat. Plainly, he was still havingdifficulty suppressing amusement. 'Saric took up thatchallenge, shouting to Iayapa to translate everything,no matter how ugly the words were, or how obscene.'The wagon jolted over a particularly bad rut, and Lujanbroke off his narrative, presumably to jump across. 'Well,the words got very personal indeed. We were told by theseThuril how we got all of our battle scars. If they are tobe believed, the women of the Reed Life in our land arepracticed at putting our best soldiers to rout with their]fingernails. Or our sisters all lie with dogs and jigabirds`and we scratched each other with our nails all vying to have

the best view.'

 

Here Lujan broke off again, this time grimly. Maregripped the withe tightly enough to whiten her knuckles.The insults Lujan had mentioned were shame enough to aman's honor to require vengeance, and the Lady doubtedher Force Commander had repeated the worst slander.Hoarsely, for she was sorrowful and angry that she hadbrought such brave warriors to such a disgraceful pass, shesaid, 'This must have been terrible to endure.' ~

'Not so terrible.' A toughness like barbarian iron enteredLujan's voice. 'I and the others, we took example fromPapewaio, lady.'

 

Mara closed her eyes in remembered pain for bravePape - who had saved her life many times over, and comeas a consequence to wear the black rag of a condemnedman for her sake, and then equally for her sake, to forgo thedeath by his own blade that he had earned, and to live on,his dark headcloth symbolic of a triumph that only his Ladyand those who knew him might understand. Lastly, he haddied to save her life, in an attack by a Minwanabi enemy.Mara bit her lip, jostled from her remembrance by the swayand jolt of the wagon. She hoped that these warriors, thefinest and best of her honor guard, would not suffer thesame untimely end. Old Keyoke, her Adviser for War, hadtaught her well that death in battle on strange soil was not,as old custom held, the best end a warrior could earn.

'Go on,' she said, hiding the tears in her voice fromLujan.

 

Almost, she could imagine her Force Commandersshrug. 'Lady, there is nothing more to tell. Your warriorsagreed not to take umbrage at empty words from the Thuril.And the highlanders seemed surprised by this. They called
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down and asked why we did not bother to defend our honor.And Vanamani called right back that we were your honor,Lady. We would hear no word that was not spoken fromyour lips, or the lips of an enemy. At that point Saric broke inand added that the Thuril were not enemies, but foreigners,and that the words of such were empty as the howl ofwind over stones.' Lujan delivered his last sentence in wryamusement. 'You know, the highlanders stopped clangingus then. Our loyalty impressed them, I think, that we wouldnot be baited, even when under command of a woman whowas out of sight and a captive as we were. Iayapa said thatmany Tsurani in the times of the wars were taunted to takefoolish charges, and so were killed off by highlanders hiddenin the rocks.'

 

'Lujan,' Mara said, her voice tremulous with gratitudedespite her wish to seem impassive, 'all of your men are tobe commended for their valor. Tell them I said so, as youcan.' For each and every one of them had stood firm beyondthe call of duty, beyond the tenets of Tsurani culture thatheld honor above even life. Each of these men had givenover their personal honor into her hands. Mara studied herpalms, red-marked from her grip on the withe. She prayedto her gods that she would prove worthy of such trust, andnot get them all sold into slavery that would be the nadirof dishonor.
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Council

 

The hours dragged.

 

Confined to the wicker wagon, exposed to buffetingwinds and the sun that appeared and disappeared betweenthe clouds that brooded over the highlands, Mara strove tokeep her patience. But the uncertainty, and the boisterous'shouts of the Thuril escort warriors, wore at her nervesTo pass the time, she asked Iayapa to describe the lancethey were crossing. He had little to tell. There were novillages, only a few isolated hamlets clinging to rockyhillsides, surrounded by scrub grazed thin by the herds.Over the purple hills at the horizon larger mountainsloomed, rock-crowned where they were not covered bycloud. Darabaldi, the city of the high council of chieftains,was said to lie in the foothills of the great range. WhenMara asked Iayapa to inquire on the length of theirjourney, she received in return only laughter and ribaldcomments. Driven at last to useless exasperation, she turnedto teaching Kamlio the calming techniques of meditationshe had learned as a temple novice.

 

Gods knew, the poor girl might need all the solaceshe could learn to give herself, before their fates weredetermined at the hands of these people, Mara thought. ji

The highlanders paused only to eat sausage, sour querdidracheese, and bread, washed down with a light, sourbeer that was surprisingly refreshing with the meal. Thesebreaks were enlivened by loud boasts and sometimeswagers, when warriors would contest at arm wrestling.

Darkness fell, and fog settled in cold layers over the land.The donkey grew too tired to kick at the querdidra thatshared its traces, even if the six-legged beasts still curledtheir lips at it and spat. Mara curled dose to Kamlio forwarmth. Perhaps for a while she slept.

 

The stars formed a brilliance of pinpoint patterns overheadwhen she roused to the barking of many dogs. Herddogs, Iayapa identified, not the larger, heavier breed ofhound used for hunting. By the smoke on the air, andthe pungent smell of confined livestock, rotting garbage,and curing hides, Mara presumed their party approacheda village or larger habitation.

 

'Darabaldi,' she received in gruff-voiced reply when sheinquired. But when she pressed for information concerningwhen she might speak with the council of chieftains, herescort returned only coarse comment. 'What does it matter,woman, or are you eager to learn what man will buy you?Maybe you worry that he will be old and have no manhoodleft in him to rise?'

 

To this outrageous statement, Saric ventured a roughterm in the Thuril's own language, perhaps learned bythe bathing pool that morning. The highlanders were notoffended in the least, but laughed back and, grudgingly,appeared to allow her First Adviser some respect.

Torchlight spilled across the wagon. Mara looked up ata tall gatehouse topped by fat-soaked cressets,that gaveoff greasy smoke. From battlements of stone and log,Thuril warriors in drab plaids called down challenge tothe approaching party.

 

Antaha shouted back, then launched into rapid-firespeech accompanied by gesticulations, some of which werecrude. From the evident amusement of the sentries, andtheir glances in her direction, Mara presumed their captor

gave account of her capture. The bathing scene by the riverwas apparently not omitted, for the sentries elbowed oneanother in the ribs and hooted at Lujan and Saric.

Then the guards and their Tsurani captives were waved
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on through, and the wagon jerked forward with a bray fromthe donkey and shrill squeals from the querdidra. 'Well,'Mara commented to Kamlio, 'everyone in town will knowwe are here, by the fanfare of our draft beasts.'

More than ever she wished that the withes were lowenough to allow her a view, but changed her mind amoment later at a pattering sound that might have beenthrown stones, or dried dung, striking the sides of the cart.Shouts in Thuril blended with the screech of children caught atmischief, and the barrage stopped. Looming over the topof the withes, Mara saw two-storied stone buildings, antsignboards painted in dull colors swinging in the wind.The galleries and sills of the windows all had carved totemposts, and peaked gable roofs that looked strangeto Tsurani eyes. The eaves were also carved in what lookedlike runes or writing, beneath roofs of weathered thatch.Windows seemed to be shuttered and barred, except forones stuffed with plump-checked women who called outand made obscene gestures of welcome. :<

 

'whores,' Kamlio judged in edged bitterness. Mara could :see her unspoken fear that such a garret might become herfuture home.

 

Mara bit her lip. She knew that Kamlio was far morelikely to become the woman of a chieftain's son, but shecould not stop herself from wondering: if her Spy Masterwere to find himself masterless again, would he swearservice to the Shinzawai, as Hokanu must surely request, orwould he remain a free agent, and come to these hostile hills,searching a succession of Thuril towns for the girl who hatstolen his heart? Given a wager, Mara would have guessedhe would come searching for Kamlio.

 

The wagon jounced over what might have been a stretchof cobbles or stone paving, then lurched to a halt. The withetailgate was opened by a blond highlander who grinned toshow missing teeth, and Mara and Kamlio were beckoned
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to step down. Beyond the Thuril guard and onlookers whoclustered around, a long house backed up to the village

~wall; to Mara's quick glance, it seemed a small fortress.The bossed wood doors of the structure stood open, but the

entrance was hung with cloths woven of animal wool intopatterns of squares and lines. Before Mara could observemore, a Thuril warrior shoved her toward the blanketflap. Kamlio, Saric, Lujan, and Iayapa were singled outto follow.

 

As she reached the threshold, Mara marveled at thesoftness of the fabric she brushed past. Then, the othersclustered at her heels, she was inside, blinking at the stingof smoky air in a windowless room.

 

The gloom was pierced by the reddish gleam of bankedembers, kept more for cooking than for warmth in doseair that was pungent with wool, boiled stew, and penthumanity. Upon an upraised settle before that immensestone hearth, an old woman sat cleaning querdidra woolon a card of bone nails. Little more than a silhouette onthe floor below, an older man crouched cross-legged on awoven withe stool. As Mara's eyes adjusted, she saw hehad grey hair. His mouth was deep-cut and sullen, framedby a long mustache that hung down his pouched jaw. Theends flashed with colored beads that rattled as he liftedhis chin.

 

Iayapa spoke quickly in a hushed voice to Saric, who inturn murmured, 'This one wears the face hair of a chieftain.By the talismans of rank dangling from it, he could be thehigh chief himself.'

 

Mara smothered her surprise. She had expected a greatpersonage, not an ordinary-seeming fellow in an unadornedgreen kilt. The bowl he ate from was crude wood, his

spoon a battered implement of corcara shell. Taken abackby his lack of ceremonial trappings, the Lady of the Acomaalmost missed noticing the other men, seated as they were inshadow, in a semicircle, their conversation fallen to a hushat the entrance of her party.

 

For an interval, the incoming Thuril and their captivesregarded those seated, who stared back silently, unmindfulof the meal they had been eating scarcely a momentbefore.

 

Astonishingly, it was the old woman who stopped hercarding and broke the silence first. 'You might ask themwhat they want.'

 

The man with the chief's mustache spun in his seat,jabbing in her direction with his spoon. Gravy flew inspatters from the bowl and struck with a hiss into thecoals. 'Shut up, old hag! I don't need you telling mewhat to do!'

 

As Mara again raised her brows, startled by both the lackof propriety or any sort of formal ceremony, the chief ofthe Thuril spun back. His beads and his mustache whippedoutward with a clatter as he jerked his chin at Saric, whowas closest. 'What do you want, Tsurani?'

 

When Saric wished, he could be masterful at misleadingexpressions. The half-light thrown off by the coals showedhim stone-still, as if the Tsurani high chief had addressedthe empty air.

 

Mara took her adviser's cue and stepped forward. Intosilence, she said crisply, 'I have come to your land seekinginformation.'

 

The Thuril chief stiffened as if slapped. His eyes jerkedto the Lady who stood before him, then flinched away. Heseemed to stare over her head, and so could not miss thewide grins of Antaha and the other warrior escorts.

'You stand there and allow a woman captive to speakout of turn,' he roared in a battlefield bellow

not the least nonplussed, although his ears stung from~Saric pushed forward. Despite his bound hands,able bow. 'Antaha does so, worthy chief,
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because the Lady is Mara of the Acoma, Servant of theEmpire, and family to the Emperor of all Tsuranuanni.'

The chief stroked his mustache, twirling the beads at theends. 'Is she so?' His pause extended through a clatter ofwooden plates and spoons as his cronies all set down theirmeals. 'If this woman is indeed the Good Servant, where areher banners? Her army? Her great and illustrious commandtent?' A sneer developed in the chief's deep baritone. 'Ihave seen how Tsurani nobles travel in foreign territory!They carry half their possessions along with them, likemerchants! I say you lie, outlander. Or why is she' - hemade a derogatory gesture toward Mara - 'attended by sofew guards? We are enemy countries, after all.'

At this, the old woman by the settle tossed down hercarding, her face crinkled in disgust. 'Why don't you askher yourself ? She said she came seeking information. It mustbe very important to her.'

 

'Shut your great cave of a mouth, old woman!' Explosivein his indignation, the chief jabbed a hand that still clutcheda crust of bread at Mara's party, not at all willing to addressthe Lady directly. 'We are not the barbarians you Tsuranisuppose, you know.'

 

Mara's composure snapped. 'Are you not?' How shewished she could speak the Thuril language..As it was,her own must suffice. 'And do you call bedding my honorguard down in a livestock pen civilised' In my land, noteven slaves live so meanly!'

 

Taken aback, and embarrassed by stifled chuckles from

Antaha and his warriors, the chief cleared his throat.'You were asking me about information ...' His eyesnarrowed. 'Enemy, by what right do you come here makingdemands?'

 

But before Mara could answer this, Iayapa thrust betweenher and Saric, bristling with purpose. 'But Lady Mara didnot come here as our enemy. Her warriors disarmed at her
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command, and not once did they call back in insult, thoughthe villagers and the guards at the Loso did their best torevile them.'

 

'He speaks truth,' Mara cut in, unwilling to accede tothe silly Thuril custom that a man should not acknowledgepublic speech from a female. As if in admiration ofher spunk, the old woman by the settle smiled. Maracontinued, 'Now as to the information I seek ... ?' Sheleft her question hanging.

 

While the chieftain looked uncertain, the old womanthumped him from behind with her toe. 'She is waitingfor you to tell her who you are, you wool-brained fool.'

Turning to glare at the woman, who could only be hiswife to escape punishment for such liberties, the chieftainshouted, 'I know that, woman!' He twisted back to Mara,sucking himself up straight in self-importance. 'Yes, it mustbe important information-'

 

'Your name,' the old woman prodded calmly.

 

Still unmindful of his morsel of bread, the chieftain shookhis fists. 'Shut up, woman! How many times must I tell youto keep silent in the lodge hall? Plague me again, and I'llbeat your fat backside with a thorn switch!' The womanignored the threat and took up her neglected carding.

The chieftain puffed up his chest, which only displayedto plain view the gravy stains of varied ages on his vest.'My name is Hotaba. I am chieftain of the Five Tribes of theMalapia, and' for this season, high chief of the council herein Darabaldi.' Pointing at the man sitting farthest from him,also wearing a warrior's scalp lock and mustache, he said,'This is Brazado, chieftain of the Four Tribes of the Suwaka.'Then pointing at the last man, who wore no mustache, hesaid, 'This is Hidoka, his son.' His eyes shifted past Mara'sshoulder to fix upon Saric, as he finished, 'My own son,Antaha -'

 

Acerbically Mara cut in, 'We've met.'
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Now the high chief crashed his fists to his knees in anger.Crumbs flew as his crust broke to bits under the blow, andhis brows lowered into a fearsome frown. Mara resisted ashaky urge to step backward; she had gone too far, in herboldness, and this time these Thuril would retaliate for herinterruption.

 

But the old woman on the hearth cleared her throatloudly.

 

Hotaba's glare shifted in her direction, then vanished ashe shrugged in resignation. 'That loud-mouthed interferingfemale is Mirana, my wife.' As if in afterthought, he added,'If she were not so good at cooking and sweeping, I'd havehad her cut up for dog meat years ago.'

 

Antaha said, 'The chief at Loso thought it best to sendthese captives directly to you rather than await the nexttrading caravan, Father.'

 

The chieftain tapped his mustache, to a clink of beads.'Little need for guards these days, eh ? What with the Tsuranibeing meek like little gachagas.' Mara recognised the termand knew it was unflattering even before the worried glanceIayapa shot toward Lujan and Saric. But after what theyhad endured at the river pool that morning, both showedindifference to being compared to grain-stealing rodents.

While the high chief was still waiting for reaction to hisderogatory comment, Mirana interjected, 'You still haven'tasked Lady Mara what she wishes to know.'

 

Hotaba sprang to his feet, looking for all the world as

if he were about to commit murder. 'Will you shut up,woman! You continue to speak in council! I should haveyou stewed and thrown to the carrion birds, and raid formyself a young, obedient, silent wife!'

 

The other Thuril men in the long hut seemed asunconcerned by the threat as Mirana did. Her hands neverbroke rhythm in their work, and only her foot tapped asif in pent-back impatience. As if Hotaba saw her quiet as
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a warning, he took a breath, and through clenched teethsaid to Mara, 'What do you wish to know, Tsurani?'

Mara glanced at Lujan and Saric, both of whom impassivelyobserved the exchanges. Her adviser gave back aslight shrug. He could hardly guide her through thisnegotiation. By Tsurani standards, the Thuril were rudeand unruly, given to theatrical displays of emotion, andutterly uncouth. The past day and a half in their presencehad only further mystified them about what constitutedan unforgivable outrage. No slight of language seemed tofaze these folk; the worst insults seemed but jokes to them.Honest courtesy was the safest approach, Mara determined.'Hotaba, I need to speak with one of your magicians.'

Hotaba's puffed cheeks went flat. His ruddy colorsubsided, and he seemed to notice the mashed mess ofcrumbs in his fist for the first time. 'A magician?'

As plainly as Mara could read a foreigner's expression, heseemed flabbergasted. She pressed ahead. 'There are thingsI need to know that only a magician who is not part of theAssembly within our Empire can tell me. I have come to theThuril Confederation because I was given to understandthat answers may be found in your nation.'

 

Hotaba's expression of surprise dissolved and fumedshrewd. He was not anxious to attend to the subject shehad broached, Mara saw, as his bright eyes darted back andforth, studying her companions. She edged sideways, tryingto shield the girl who cowered behind her, but Kamlio'swindblown drift of pale hair was conspicuous even inshadow. Worse, Antaha saw the direction of his father'sgaze, and snatched the opening to gain favor. He pushedforward, dragging Kamlio ahead by her arm until she stoodat the fore.

 

'Father, behold. We have a prize of these Tsurani.'

Mara stifled white-hot outrage, both for Kamlio's shrinkingdiscomfort, and for the brusque sweeping aside of the
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subject she had risked all to broach. Yet from the lust thatflashed in the old chieftain's eyes, she saw that she darednot take umbrage lest she force a display of male pride.

Low-pitched whistles of admiration erupted from theother council members. All stared at the courtesan withhungry, appreciative eyes, and not even Mirana's sour glarecould dim the interest of her husband. Hotaba let his gazewander over Kamlio's ripe curves like a man about to beserved a delicacy. He licked his lips. 'Nice,' he murmuredto Antaha. 'Exceptionally so.' He inclined his head to hisson. 'Remove her robe. Let us see what delectable fruitit hides.'

 

Mara stiffened. 'Hotaba, you may tell your son thatneither I nor my serving woman Kamlio are to be consideredhis prizes. We are not your property, Thuril chief!Kamlio's flesh is her own, as her service is mine, to do withas I bid. And I do not bed her with strangers.'

Hotaba started as if slapped from a dream. He looked atMara, assessing. Then his sour, loose mouth tightened intoa smile of malice. 'You are in no position to make demands,woman.'

 

Mara disregarded the statement. As if her officers did notstand bound like slaves at her shoulder, and as if she did notstand disheveled and entirely without the ceremonial state

due a great Tsurani Lady, she let the fury of the momentstiffen her spine.

 

Her composure made an impression, if not the best.Hotaba's smile widened. Even Mirana stopped her carding,as a charged and dangerous stillness gripped the airlessroom. 'Lady,' the high chief announced in edged sarcasm,'I will offer you a bargain: the information you seek, againstthe person of your yellow-haired maid. A more than fairtrade, I deem. The woman is of inestimable value, as rare inher beauty as practitioners of honest magic are among yourkind. Surely the knowledge you came to find is worth the
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flesh of one servant, when upon your estates in the Empireyou command many thousands of souls?'

 

Mara closed her eyes against sickness, and her teethagainst a sharp desire to shout useless imprecations. Hermouth felt dry as ashes. Who was she, to barter Kamlio'slife and happiness away, even for the good of her family?Though, as Ruling Lady, Mara held that right within Empirelaw, still, she had to force speech.

 

'No.' She at least sounded decisive, if her mind seethedwith doubts. Gods, what honorless being had she become,to set the life of one difficult servant before the well-beingand survival of her house, her husband, and her children!What was one wretched courtesan before all of her honor,all of her loved ones, and, ultimately, the power baseof Ichindar himself? Yet where once she would havecommanded a servant or slave to do as these Thuril bid,today, when all depended upon her one word, she couldnot demand that sacrifice.

 

Into that charged stillness, while the men were toostunned to react, and Saric fought back an expressionof outright astonishment and dismay, Mirana spoke. Asif matters of household were of more account than livesand fates, she announced, 'I'm done with my carding.'

But her hands were shaking as she set wool and tools backin the basket by her knee, Mara saw. Hotaba merely turnedand nodded once to his wife. The old woman rose, furledher shoulders in layers of fringed shawls, and motioned forMara to follow her.

 

The Lady of the Acoma hesitated. She thought to insistthat she should stay with her officers and people to overseetheir disposition, as their ruler. But Mirana gave a slightshake of her head, as if she could guess Mara's thoughts.

Saric received hasty words of counsel from layapa, andhe bent with whispered advice. 'Go, my Lady. This cultureis not as ours, and your point has been made. You will
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perhaps hurt the cause you came for if you stay to argueyour point. Iayapa agrees that Mirana knows her husbandwell. Follow her lead, he thinks, and I concur.'

i Mara flashed a last, haughty glance at Hotaba, makingI him aware that she acted for her own reasons, and not those

of any Thuril. Then, stiff-backed, she joined Mirana on herway to the door.

 

I When Lujan stirred to follow, Mara gave back a gesture

to keep him in place. None of them were safe here,among these barbarians: and, weaponless, there was verylittle that any warrior could do to protect his mistressbefore the highlanders overpowered him. Mirana seemedto understand this, for she raised her voice one last time.

'Stay here with my husband and lie about how fierceyou are in battle and bed, soldier. I shall not keep yourmistress long.'

 

To Mara she added, 'Your serving girl will not betouched, rest assured, until this matter is settled.' Then,with surprising strength, Mirana clamped down on Mara'sarm and hustled her outside.

 

The colder air hit the women's faces with a sharpness that

reddened the skin. Mirana moved at a brisk pace, forcingMara away from the long hut with no chance for change ofmind. She ducked down an alleyway where bakers finishedtheir day's work, by the smell, and a small dog devouredcrusts from the hand of a girl with plaited hair. Remindedof her own daughter, who might never grow old enoughto own a pet, Mara stumbled.

 

Mirana jerked her forward. 'None of that,' she said insharply accented Tsurani. 'You were strong enough to leaveyour homeland, to challenge the Assembly, and come here.Do not kill victim to self-pity now.'

 

Mara's chin snapped up. Startled, she said, 'What is myfate to you?'

 

'Very little,' Mirana said matter-of-factly. Her dark eyes
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fixed on the Lady of the Acoma, watching for some sort ofreaction. Mara gave none. After a moment, the chieftain'swife added, 'Very little, if you were like other Tsurani wehad known. But you are not. Hotaba ascertained as much,when he offered you the bargain for your servant girl.'

Mara's chin went up another notch. 'She is not mine to N:offer, even for the chance of rescue from the perils thatthreaten my family. I gave her a choice, and she remainswith me of her free will. She is not a slave . . .'

Mirana gave a shrug, which set her fringes swinging andtangling in the cold, sharp breeze. 'Indeed, by our laws also,she is not yours to bargain. But the Lords in your land do asthey will with the lives of their servants, slaves, and children,daily, and chink the gods gave them the right.'

'They believe so,' Mara said carefully.

 

'And you?' Mirana's question came sharp as the strokeof a querdidra quirt.

 

'I do not know what I believe,' Mara admitted, frowning.'Except that as Servant of the Empire I once set mynationhood above my own blood. Now I can no longercount my own blood above that of any other man. Kamliois with me because of a pledge I gave to another to shield heras he would. My honor is no less than that of the man whoentrusted her safety to me. There is honor that is mindlessobedience to tradition, and there is honor that is . . . more.'

Mirana's regard grew piercing. 'You are different,' shemused as much to herself as to Mara. 'Pray to your godsthat such difference will be enough to win your freedom.You will have my support. But never forget that in Thuril,the men will talk more freely, and give more favors, whenwomen are not present. Ours is a harsh land, and the manwho shows himself as too soft will not keep the wife he hasraided.'

 

'Another man would steal his woman away?' Mare askedin surprise.

Mirana's withered lips cracked into an unabashed grin.'Perhaps. Or worse, his woman would leave his house and

hearth, and stuff his blankets with snow for his folly.'

In spite of her worries, Mara laughed. 'You do thathere?'

 

'Oh, yes.' Mirana observed that her guest was chilled.She slipped off one of her shawls and wrapped it aroundthe Acoma Lady's shoulders; it smelled of woodsmoke and,more faintly, of unbleached greased fleece. 'Let us visit myfavourite bread shop, where the sweet rolls will be hot andfresh-baked at this hour. I will tell you what else we do here,besides pretending to take the jigabird crowing of our menvery seriously.'

 

Where the atmosphere in the council house had been

stifling, the air in the bread shop held the sharp, dry warmthof the ovens, comforting in the damper climate of thehighlands. Mara sat down awkwardly on the hand-hewnwooden chair. The stone floors in these chillier hills didnot make Tsurani cushions practical. Shifting from oneseat bone to the other to try to find a position of comfort,Mara resigned herself to another evening filled with lightsocial that. Like the chieftain's wife in Loso, Mirana seemedcontent to hold conversation to light matters,r while thecouncil of the town's elders went on without her. 'Mencan be such children, don't you think?'

 

Mara forced a polite smile. 'Your husband seems an angrychild, then.'

 

Mirana laughed, settling on the chair opposite a woodentable whose surface was grooved where shop patrons hadsliced into fresh loaves over a that with friends. Sheddingseveral layers of shawls, and revealing white hair tied withbraided cords of wool, Mirana sighed her indulgence.'Hotaba? He's a windbag, but I love him. He's beenthreatening to beat me to silence for forty-two years,
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almost since the day he hoisted me onto his shoulderand raced over the hills to escape my father and brothers.He hasn't laid a hand on me in anger yet. We are a peoplefor great threats and insults, Mara. Boasting is an art here,and a well-fashioned insult will earn the slighted man'sadmiration rather than scorn.'

 

Here she paused, while a young boy in a spun woolsmock paused by the table with a tray. Mirana switchedlanguages to order hot sweet bread and mulled cider. Then,after a glance at Mara's dark-circled eyes, she asked alsofor wine. The boy accepted three pierced wooden tokensfrom Mirana's hand, and scurried off, head turned overhis shoulder when he thought the chief's wife might notbe looking, so he could stare at Mara's outland clothing.

Mirana filled the interval with small talk, while the boycame back with food and drink, and Mara made a pretenceof eating. Nerves kept her from hunger, though the coarsebrown bread smelled wonderful, and the drink was notthe sour vintage that Tsurani veterans of the Thuril warsclaimed these hillfolk produced.

 

Outside the streets deepened into darkness as a cortege ofyoung girls passed by chattering, overseen by young men,servants or maybe brothers, who carried smoking torches tolight their way. Behind the shop's crude tables, the baker'sboy scraped out the ovens, and the coals beneath greyedover with films of ash.

 

Warmed by the wine, but with her hands in a cold sweatwith worry, Mara chafed. While she exchanged inane socialthat, where was Kamlio? What would happen to Saric,Lujan, and her warriors? Worse, did Hokanu even havea clue where she had gone, since the day she had leftthe Acoma estates for a visit to Turakamu's temple? Herdeparture then seemed a dream, so far removed did affairsof the Empire seem from this place with its loud-voiced,boastful men, and cloudy uplands.
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'Why did you come here looking for practitioners ofmagic?' Mirana demanded with a sudden, disconcertingdirectness.

 

Mara started, almost dropping the crockery mug thatheld the dregs of her drink. The small talk, she suddenlysensed, had been but an excuse to bide time. She had noreason left to withhold the truth. 'I have reamed over theyears that the Assembly of Magicians keeps a strangleholdover the Empire's culture. Our traditions maintain injusticesthat I would see changed. Although the magicians have setrestraint over House Acoma because of a feud with HouseAnasati, the sanctions are not held fairly over both sides.Anasati has been allowed to set assassins on allies of mypeople; sadly, my husband's father has been killed. TheGreat One's edict against Acoma vengeance is proven nowto be pretence, an excuse to obscure the true issue. I willbring change, against the Assembly's wishes, and for that,I find myself and my children endangered.'

 

'So these lofty aims are really simply the needs ofsurvival?'

 

Mara looked hard at the old woman, realising that herewas as sharp a mind as Lady Isashani's. 'Perhaps. I liketo think that I would have pursued the proper course formy people's best interests even if my own house and lovedones were not at risk-'

 

'You fumed outside your lands to Thuril,' Mirana brokein. 'Why?'

 

Mara fumed the near-empty mug between nervous

fingers. 'The cho-ja gave me riddles that pointed to theEast. A lesser-path magician who had a bitter heart towardthe Assembly pleaded that I search here for answers. I came

to Thuril because my line will die if I do not find answers,and because I have seen too much misery in the name ofpolitics and the Game of the Council - many I have lovedare in the Red God's halls because of our lust for power.
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Injustice and murder in the name of honor will not ceaseif the Assembly is allowed to overrule the Emperor andreinstate the Warlord's office.'

 

Mirana seemed to ponder this, her eyes on the crumb-litteredtable and her hands quietly folded. At length shereached some inner decision. 'You shall be heard.'

Mara was given no time to puzzle over how Mirana mightinfluence the men's council. Neither did she see any signexchanged, or sent, but the next minute the flap door to thebread shop swept open, admitting a gust of icy air. Threeof the oil lamps that lit the empty bread shop extinguishedin the blast.

 

An ancient highlander in a heavy cloak entered. Backlitby the remaining lamp, the newcomer's features wereonly faintly discernible by the rose glow of the oven'sdying embers. Multiple layers of woollen robes smelled ofquerdidra, and the ears just visible beneath the hood werehung with disks of corcara shell that twisted and flashedat each step. Of the face, Mara could see little but wizenedskin under the hood's enveloping shadow.

 

~Stand,' Mirana whispered urgently. 'Show respect, forcome to hear you is the Kaliane.'

 

Mara raised eyebrows at the unknown foreign word.

'Kaliane is the traditional name for the strongest amongthose versed in the mysteries,' Mirana explained to ease herconfusion.

 

The cloaked figure stepped closer, and a sparkle andflash showed the mage's mantle to be bordered in costly,rare sequins of silver. The patterns seemed to form runes,or maybe totems of a more complex sort than adorned thedoorposts of the houses. Mara bowed with the same respectshe might show to a Great One come to visit her estate.

The Thuril magician did not acknowledge with anygesture beyond raising one withered hand to dew badethe voluminous hood. Mara saw revealed a shock of silver

Council

 

S35

 

hair, looped into braids like Mirana's, but knotted in ritualbindings. Beneath this crownlike arrangement was the agedface of a crone.

 

A woman! Forgetting manners, the Lady of the Acomagasped. 'Your assembly of magicians allows females?'

The ancient woman tossed her head with a click of herheavy earrings, her manner dangerously vexed. 'We havenothing like your Assembly in this land, thank the gods,Mara of the Acoma.'

 

Two townswomen appeared at the bread-shop door, tocomplete a late errand. On the point of entering, they spiedthe cloaked enchantress, bobbed a hasty obeisance, andbacked out into the street in silence. A young man on theirheels also turned and hurried away. The hide flap slappedshut, but the room felt drained of warmth.

 

'Forgive me,' Mara murmured, almost stammering. 'LadyKaliane, I am sorry, but I never guessed-'

 

'I have no title. You may address me as the Kaliane,'the crone snapped back, seating herself with a swish ofrobes. She arranged her long sleeves, folded tiny hands,and suddenly looked very human and sad. 'I know thatyour Empire's Assembly' - she all but spit the word 'kills all girls who are discovered to have the talent. Mypredecessor in this office was a refugee from Lash Provincewho barely escaped with her life. Her three sisters were notso fortunate.'

 

Faintly ill from nerves and wine that did not sit well withworry, Mara bit her lip. 'I was told such by a magician ofthe lesser path who hated the Assembly. But in my heart Icould not force myself to believe it.'

 

The Kaliane's pale eyes were deep as she locked her gazewith Mara's. 'Believe it, for it is true.'

 

Shaken, and infused with fresh fear for the loved onesleft behind, Mara locked her teeth to keep from shaking.Though the Kaliane was slight, and bundled up like an
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aged grandmother in layers against the draft, her presenceradiated a power sharper than the bite of any mountainfrost. Aware that her every word would be weighed injudgment, Mara spoke before the last of her courage ebbedaway. 'I was told the Assembly fears you. Why?'

'Truth,' the Kaliane rapped back. She loosed a crackedcackle that inspired chills. 'In your Empire, slaves aremistreated, and told it is the will of your gods. Your Lordscontend and kill for honor, but what do they accomplish?Not glory. Not the favor of heaven, no. They lose sons,engage in war, even fall upon their swords, and for nothing,Lady Mara. They have been duped. Their vaunted honor isnaught but the shackle that keeps the power of the nationsfragmented. While house contends against house in theGame of the Council, the Assembly is left free rein. Itspower is vast, but it is not without limit, nor has it alwaysbeen so strong.'

 

Touched by hope in the light of such a frank admission,Mara said, 'Then you might help me?'

 

At this the Kaliane's face became a mask of inscrutablewrinkles. 'Help you? This has yet to be determined. Youmust accompany me upon a short journey.'

 

Afraid to leave Lujan, Saric, and, worst of all, Kamlio inthe hands of highlander captors without her, Mara knew astab of dread. 'Where would we go?'

 

'There are things you must see. A council of my peersmust hear your reasons and your history, and question -'you.' Then, as if sensing the source of Mara's discomfortdirectly, the Kaliane softened her unequivocal demand. 'We ;shallbe gone no longer than the time it takes two womento talk, lest your warriors become fearful for you, and try ~jsomething stupid in desperation.' i

 

'I am in your hands, then,' Mara said, her resolve forcedover the indecision in her heart. Tsurani in upbringing, ~]and not yet so immersed in desire for change that shecould discount all the codes of her people's honor asfalse, still she could not escape the awareness that shewould not be offered another chance. She embraced theKaliane's option in desperation, but was unprepared forhow swiftly her acquiescence would be followed up. TheThuril crone reached across the narrow table, took Mara'swrist in dry, sure fingers, and spoke a word.

 

Mara heard only the first sibilant syllable. A rushing inher ears drowned the rest, fierce as the buffet of a sea gale.The floor dropped away from her feet, as did the chair sheperched upon. The shadowy walls of the bread shop alsovanished, replaced for an eye's blink by an expanse of ahowling grey void.

 

Time froze. The air went icy and thin. Mara might haveshamed her ancestors and cried out in terror for her life,but the passage through the void ended suddenly, leavingonly an impression.

 

Restored jarringly to firm soil, she found herself standingin a plaza lit by cho-ja globes. Her wrist was still claspedby the Kaliane's hand, which was steady, whereas herown shook like storm-blown reeds. Where Tsurani citieswere built upon level ground, the buildings here had beencarved in tiers into the steep granite face of the hills. Onthe valley floor, the open square that surrounded Marawas circled by terraces, each level fronted by doorways,windows, and shops. Her eyes lifted to follow the lines ofcolumns, buttresses, and arches, arrayed in breathtaking

artistry against the backdrop of night. Totems supportedgalleries with wood and stone railings, some carved intodragons or the great serpents of sea and sky that figuredprominently in Thuril myth. Spires and domes spearedupward against starry skies, or pierced through lamplitstreamers of mist. Mara caught her breath in delight ata beauty her Tsurani-bred mind could not have imagined.Never had she expected such a city in these barren uplands!
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The streets were peopled with highlanders in plain kilts andtrousers. Most young warriors went bare-cheated, despitethe evening chill, but a few sported brightly woven shirts.Women wore long skirts and loose-fitting overblouses,the youthful ones offering glimpses of slender arm orrounded bosom to draw admiring glances from passingyoung men.

 

'What is this place?' Mara murmured, drawing in a deepbreath of incense, and staring upon wonders like a farmyokel on her first trip into town.

 

'Dorales,' said the Kaliane. 'You are the first Tsurani tosee this city, perhaps.' More ominously, she added, 'Youcould be the last, as well.'

 

The enchantress's quaint phrasing caused Mara a shiver.She felt as if she were dreaming, so alien was this place,and so vast; tike a vision too beautiful to be real. Theslender spires, the thousands of brightly lit windows anddoorways, the leering totems, and the press and jostle ofstreet life - all lent a feeling of precariousness, as if at anymoment she might be swept unconsenting into nightmare.Amazement and uneasiness would have held the Ladyfrozen in place had the Kaliane not tugged her forwardwith the same brusque impatience a mother might showa reluctant child.

 

'Come! The circle of elders expect you, and there is nowisdom gained by making them wait.'

 

Mara stumbled numbly forward. 'You say I am expected?How?'

 

But the Kaliane had little patience for what to her earswere aimless questions. She towed Mara through the crowd,drawing much attention in the process. Bystanders staredand pointed, and not a few spat in contempt. Tsuranipride caused the Lady of the Acoma to ignore suchinsults as beneath her dignity, but she was left in nodoubt that these people considered her an unforgiven
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enemy. Dreadful, creeping doubt plagued her, that imperial

'Lords should in contemptuous ignorance have dared call the

Thuril barbarians; this city with its marvels of engineeringmost emphatically proved otherwise.

 

Curious even through shame, Mara asked, 'Why did my

people never hear of this place?'

 

The Kaliane hustled her past a painted wagon pulled bytwo sour-tempered querdidra, and driven by a wizened manwearing a cloak of patchwork colors. He carried a strangemusical instrument, and passersby tossed him coins, orcalled out cheerful encouragement for him to play. Hegave them back colorfully pungent imprecations, his redcheeks dimpled with a smile.

 

'Those of your people who would hear of this place yourAssembly would kill to keep silent,' the Kaliane repliedtartly. 'The towers you behold, and all of the carvingof the rock, were done by means of magic. Were youto be permitted entry to the City of the Magicians inTsuranuanni, you might see such wonders. But in yourland, the Great Ones keep the marvels their power cancreate to themselves.'

 

Mara frowned, silent. She thought of Milamber, andhis reluctance to speak of his experience as a member ofthe Assembly. After witnessing the fearful powers he hadunleashed in the Imperial Arena, she was struck by theconclusion that the oaths that bound him to the Assemblymust have been fearfully strong, to force one of his stature

to keep silence. She knew nothing of the characters of themagicians, but from Hokanu she had come to understandthat Fumita was not a greedy man. Powerful, yes, andsteeped in mystery, but not one to place selfishness abovethe common good of the Nations.

 

As if the Kaliane held uncanny means to read Mara'sthoughts, she shrugged under her heavy cloak. 'Who knowswhy the magicians of your land are so secretive? Not all
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of them are bad men. Most are simply scholars who wishonly to pursue the mysteries of their craft. Perhaps they firstformed their brotherhood to ward off some threat, or tosuppress the wild, dangerous magic of renegade magicianswho refused to be trained to control, or who used theirpowers for ill. The gods alone might say. But if there weregood and cogent reasons for such a course of action inthe past, time has seen them corrupted. That thousands ofdaughters have been murdered to suppress their talents isutterly inexcusable by Thuril law.'

 

Touched by an unpleasant possibility, Mara asked, 'AmI being held on trial for the injustices of all Tsuranuanni?'

The Kaliane.,bobbed her head and fixed her with a glancethat itself inspired dread. 'In part, Lady Mara. If you wishour help against the Assembly, you must convince us. If weact, it will not be for Acoma survival, nor for your personalgain, nor even to make the Empire a fairer nation. For tous the honor of your ancestors, and even the lives of yourchildren, are as meaningless as dust in the wind.'

Mara might have slammed to a stop at once, for whatwas more innocent than the lives of her baby daughterand her son? But the crone's grip bound her like fenersand dragged her inexorably toward the looming arch ofan imposing, many-tiered building. 'What does move yourpeople, if not the lives of the young?' Despite all effort,Mara's dismay showed through.

 

The Kaliane's reply stayed as impersonal as the grind ofwaves on the beach. 'If we mourn, it is for the loss of themages who died with their talents untried. With each oneof them, irrevocable knowledge was lost. And if we despair,it is for the cho-ja, masters beyond our finest initiates ofmystery, that in your land are disbarred from the magicthat is the glory of their race.'

 

'The Forbidden!' Spurred to excitement, Mara forgotfor a moment to fear. 'Was it arcane power thatthe cho-ja Queen meant when she spoke of the Forbidden?'

 

Lost in shadow as she stepped under the massively carvedarch, the Kaliane answered obliquely. 'That, Lady Mara, isthe secret you must unlock if you are to survive in yourcontention against the Great Ones. But first you mustconvince the Elder Circle of Thuril of your worthiness.We will hear and judge. Choose your words carefully,for once you have seen this place, the perils you face areredoubled.'

 

Beyond lay a maze of corridors, vaulted like tunnels,and lit with rows of cho-ja globes. The floors were marble.The artistry of the fluted pillars took Mara's breath away:not even the Emperor's palace held stonework polishedto such a lustrous shine. The people who congregatedin antechambers and doorways wore beaded costumes,headdresses of feathers, and some the plain kilts of servants.Others in white robes the Kaliane named acolytes of thecraft. All without exception bowed to her passage, andMara felt their stares upon her back like the touch of heatedcoals. There was magic here, a weight of power upon theair that made even echoes seem oppressive. Fervently Marawished herself home, surrounded by familiar walls, and bycustoms she understood.

 

The Kaliane guided her into a wider hall that led intoan echoing antechamber. Thousands of tiers of candleslit the expanse, burning Mara's eyes with intense light.Beyond lay a yet more immense room, surrounded bypillared galleries carved and pierced in arrays of intricatepatterns. There dozens of robed figures crowded landingsthat circled the room, rising six levels high. Ladders, andsuccessions of narrow, spiral stairs provided access to thetopmost floors.

 

'This is our archive,' the Kaliane explained. 'Here wehouse all of our knowledge, and copies of all writings upon
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the subject of our craft. It serves also as our meeting hall,on those occasions when the magicians of Thuril gathertogether, which is as dose as our kind come to beingorganised. We have no fellowship such as your Assembly,and keep no formal officers beyond the Kaliane, who isempowered only to act as spokeswoman.'

 

Mara was led through a gap in a railing on the lowestlevel. Her elbows brushed against walls inlaid with corcarashell and ebony in spiraling patterns that made her uneasy.The newel posts were carved totems, beaked, dawed, antfierce of expression. The creatures were scaled or winged infeathers, and their eyes were cut with the predatory slant ofa snake's.

 

The Kaliane ushered Mara across an intimidating expanseof bare floor. There were no furnishings, not even patterns,beyond a circle that lay at the center. Its perimeter seemedto be marked out in golden light, unmistakably the effectof some spell. Aware of the levels above, now crowdingwith robed forms who all faced her way, the Lady of theAcoma felt like an object of sacrifice before the ritual thatwould seal her final fate.

 

'there.' The Kaliane pointed at the magical circle. 'Stepin and stand, if you have courage enough to be judged. Butbe warned, Lady Mara, Servant of the Empire. Lies anddeceit are impossible for any who cross that line.'

Mara tossed back her hair, fallen loose over her shouldersin the absence of the accustomed attention of her maids. 'Ido not fear truth,' she said boldly.

 

The Kaliane released her restraining grip. 'So be it,' shesaid, a look near to pity in her eyes.

 

Mara moved toward the line without trepidation. Shedid not fear truth, in the moment she raised her foot tostep across the bar of yellow light. Yet in that instant shefelt pierced by a force that negated all of her will, and bythe time her foot struck the flooring on the inward side
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of the spell, every vestige of her self-confidence was tomfrom her.

 

Halfway across the line, she could not retreat. The partof her body that lay within the spell circle was frozen inplace as if shackled. She had no choice but to raise herother leg and enter fully, though to do so now terrified herbeyond thought.

 

Helplessness acquired new meaning. Her ears heard nosound, and her eyes saw nothing but the shimmering goldenweb of force. She was physically unable to move, or sit, orclasp her arms close about her chest to quell the thumpof her fast-beating heart. Slavery itself seemed a freedom,before the magic that ringed her into confinement; her verythoughts were held prisoner. Mara fought despair, even assomeone high up in the galleries called down a question.





The Kaliane repeated the query in the Tsurani language.'Lady of the Acoma, you have come here asking for power.You claim you will use it to defend, to aid the commongood. Show us how you came to hold this belief.'

Mara tried to draw breath to answer, and found shecould not. Her body would not answer her desire; magicheld her from speech. Panic drove her to anger. Howcould she defend her intentions if the spell prevented herfrom speaking? The next moment she discovered that herthoughts had also escaped her control. Her mind seemedto overturn, then to spin like a pinwheel toy made for achild's amusement. Memories sifted past her inward eye,and she was no longer in the chamber of the magicians in

Dorales, within any magical circle. She was seated in herstudy in the old Acoma estates, arguing hotly with Kevinthe barbarian.

 

The illusion of his presence was so real that the tinypart of Mara's mind that retained separate self-awarenesslonged to take shelter in his arms. In dawning trepidation,she realised the intent of the Thuril truth spell: that
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she would not be permitted to answer any inquiriesverbally.

 

These mages would ask, and take their answers directlyfrom her experience. She would be given no chanceto justify, to reconcile the outcome of any event withexplanations. These magicians would observe her actions asthey happened, and then judge. She was in fact put on trial,her only defense the acts that comprised her past life.

Mara realised this much in the instant before the spellclaimed her wholly, and she was in the study on thatlong-past day with Kevin, facing him in heated anger ashe cried, 'You push me about like a chess . . . shah pawn!Here! There! Now here again, because it suits you, butnever one word of why, and never one second of warning!I've done as you've bid - not for love of you, but to savethe lives of my countrymen.'

 

Then Mara herself replying, in red-faced exasperation:'But I gave you promotion to slave master and allowedyou charge of your Midkemian companions. You usedyour authority to see them comfortable. I see they havebeen eating jigabird and needra steak and fresh fruits andvegetables along with their thyza mush.'

 

On the memory played, as real as the moment ithappened, even to its ending in a flushed entanglement ofpassion. Mara knew a wrenching moment of disorientationas, one encounter after another, her relationship with Kevinunfolded, each day bittersweet with joys and frustrations,and difficult lessons. Forced to see again in retrospect,she recognised her own narrow-minded arrogance; howmiraculous it was that Kevin the slave had seen anythingin her apparent hard-heartedness to love and nurture atall! The days unreeled in staggering jumps as the magiciansmanipulated her recall. Again she endured the horrors aswave after wave of assassins were repulsed from her townapartments on the Night of the Bloody Swords. Again shestood on a butane-whipped hilltop and exchanged wordswith Tasaio of the Minwanabi. She saw the EmperorIchindar break the staff of the Warlord's power, herassumption of the title Servant of the Empire.

Again she saw Ayaki die.

 

There followed another question, mercifully, and thescene changed to the fragrant noon heat of a kekali gardenwhere Arakasi abased himself before her, begging leave totake his own life. Again she shared the scented, dry eveningair in Lord Chipino's command tent on campaign againstthe desert men in Tsubar.

 

Time whirled, fumed, backtracked; and scene overlaidscene. Sometimes she was sent back into childhood, or tothe silent halls of meditation in Lashima's temple. Othertimes she suffered the brutality of her first husband. Againshe faced his grieving father, over the wrapped bundle of agrandson, now dead also, by equally treacherous means.

Wrenchingly, she shared afresh her relationship withHokanu, and his uncannily accurate understanding. Throughthe eyes of the Thuril magicians, she came to realise that hisrare perceptions were in fact an unfledged aspect of talent.A near miss of fate might have seen him a member of theAssembly, rather than as husband at her side. How muchpoorer her life would have been without him, she realised.A part of her heart ached for the distance grown betweenthem, and between the manipulations of the truth spell,she vowed she would remedy the misunderstanding thatlingered since Kasuma's birth.

 

Lastly, Mara saw herself in Hotaba's long house, deliveringa flat refusal to trade her servant Kamlio forfreedom to pursue her business in Thuril. A probe likea needle pierced her, but found only sincerity in herheart.

 

-The spell's reel of memories lagged for a stretch, and

words leaked through, spoken by she knew not whom.
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They were in Thuril but understanding of their meaningcame to her.

 

Said one voice, 'She is indeed different from otherTsurani: to see honor in a slave, and to recognise therights to freedom of a servant, even above her bloodfamily.'

 

And the Kaliane, replying: 'I believed so, or I would nothave brought her.'

 

Upon the heels of that first thought came, 'Yet do weconcern ourselves with Tsurani well-being?'

 

Another voice of the mind answered, 'Justly governedneighbors are to be desired, and perhaps . . .'

Yet another mind spoke, 'But there is an opportunity toput right the great wrong .

 

More words that seemed to blur together; someonementioned risk, and someone else spoke of the cho-jaempire.

 

Mara's hearing faded. She felt suddenly weak in theknees. And then the golden ring of light that held herimprisoned melted away, and she felt herself collapse.

The Kaliane's strong hands caught her. 'Lady, it isover.'

 

Weak as a baby, and shamed to discover she had beencrying in the throes of the spell, Mara fought to recover fromthe shambles of her composure. 'Have I convinced you?'

'No. That will be argued through the night,' the Kalianeadmitted. 'Word of our decision will reach you at dawn.For now I will return you to Mirana, who will see you aregiven a chance to rest.'

 

'I would prefer to wait here,' Mara protested, but shelacked the will to resist. Strength left her, and she knewno more beyond darkness like the night between stars.

. .
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Mara awakened.

 

It was dark; she breathed in the scent of burning beechlogs, and the mustier odor of querdidra wool. There werewooden rafters over her head, faintly picked out of shadowby the weak red light from the hearth. Blankets covered her.They constricted her limbs as she rolled over, puzzled as toher whereabouts.

 

Her head ached. Memory of events returned slowly, andthen in a rush, as she saw the basket of carding Miranahad carried from the long house and the council with herThuril husband. Now Mara remembered the excursion tothe bread shop, and the dreamlike visit to Dorales in thecompany of the Kaliane. Suddenly stifled by the darkwarmth and the blankets, she pushed herself erect.

'Lady?' ventured an uncertain voice from the shadows.

Mara turned, to see Kamlio's oval face, alert and watchfulwith concern. 'I am all right, little flower,' she murmuredback, unthinkingly using Lujan's nickname. i

 

This time Kamlio did not flinch at the diminutive. Insteadshe shed her own bedclothes, and prostrated herself inabject abasement against the sanded boards of the floor.

Mara was not flattered but disturbed, though servantsand slaves had made such gestures to her life long. Suchwas the Tsurani way, to give total loyalty to please one'smaster. However, after the experience in the golden spellcircle, the tradition left Mara sickened. 'Get up, Kamlio.Please.'

 

The girl did not move, but her shoulders spasmed underher river of pale hair. 'Lady,' she said miserably, 'why did
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you set me before your very family? Why? I am not worthso much, surely, that you could not trade me to these Thurilto keep your children safe.'

 

Mara sighed, bent her tired back, and caught Kamlio'soutstretched wrists. She tugged, ineffectively because shewas left weak from the truth spell. 'Kamlio, please, arise.My concern for my children is paramount, truly, but the lifeof another free individual is not mine to bargain with, even formy loved ones' survival. You have not taken my honorfor your own; you are not obligated to House Acoma.'

Kamlio allowed herself to be coaxed upright. Swathed ina night robe borrowed from the Thuril that was overlargefor her slender curves, she crouched on the edge of her cot.Her eyes were deep as pits in the dimness. Mara saw theysat in what must be Mirana's sewing room, by the loomframe tucked in one corner, and crates of cloths strewnabout. She was still trying to reorient her nerves from thetrauma of reliving the past brought on by the truth spell Dwhen the ex-courtesan spoke.

 

'Arakasi,' Kamlio said in halting and pitiful certainty.'You did this for him.'

 

Weary to the bone, but compassionate, Mara shook herhead. 'I did nothing of the sort for Arakasi - though he hassacrificed again and again for my family.'

 

Kamlio did not look convinced. Mara twisted a fold ofblanket around her shoulders, and perched on the edgeof her own cot, facing the girl. 'You are not in any wayindebted to my Spy Master.' The Lady of the Acomagestured emphatically. 'I'll repeat this if I must until youare old and deaf, or until you see fit to believe me.'

Silence followed Mara's stab at humor. The coals in thehearth hissed against the whistle of wind around the eaves.In the Thuril uplands, the breezes played endlessly, dyingout only at dawn. The hour of the night could not bedetermined, but the fact that in Dorales the magicians
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and the Kaliane yet debated upon their decision playedupon Mara's nerves. She focused upon Kamlio's troublesto stave off her own worries.

 

'Arakasi,' the ex-courtesan repeated, a frown marring herforehead. 'Whatever does he see in me? He is clever enough,surely, to win any woman to his bed.'

 

Mara considered carefully. 'I can only offer conjecture,'she ventured at length. 'But [believe he sees his salvation inyou. A healing, if you will, for certain of life's disappointments.And I equally suppose that he wishes to give you inreturn what he could not give his own family: happiness,security, and a love neither bought nor bargained for.'

'You found such a love with Hokanu,'Kamlio observed,her tone spiked with accusation.

 

Mara forced herself not to feel ruffled. 'Partly. In HokanuI found near-perfect understanding. He has been my spirit'scompanion. In another man I found the love that I believeone such as you might discover in Arakasi. As to any otherwoman sharing our Spy Master's bed, I avow not- Ihonestly do not know his appetites and passions - buthe is not a man who shares his feelings or his affectionseasily. Arakasi offers you a very solemn trust, and wouldnever have done so, as reticent as he is wont to be, if hedid not first believe you worthy.'

 

'You sound as though you admire him,' said Kamlio.

'I do.' Mara paused in recognition of this truth. 'For aman of formidable cleverness, who lived his life as a grandgame of strategy, I would guess it took great courage totake the step to acknowledge compassion. Though one whoknew always where he stood, able to second-guess most ofthe moves of his fellows, Arakasi now is like a sailor adriftupon an unknown sea. He must draw his own chart tosee his way back to familiar harbor. He has thrown awaycompetence for self-discovery. For one such as he, it mustbe as frightening an undertaking as any he could imagine.
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But I have never seen him run from a challenge, even thosethat other men would consider impossible.' Looking for amoment into the girl's eyes, Mara added, 'These wordsmake a poor substitute for the experience of knowing theman himself'

 

Kamlio digested this information slowly. Her small handsworried at her robe, twisting the fabric into wrinkles. 'Icannot love him,' she admitted, the words wrung fromher as cruelly by circumstances as she herself treated th.hapless cloth, 'nor any man, I think. His hands once gaveme pleasure, true enough, but bed sport for me is an emptypastime.' Her eyes seemed unfocused in distant memory. 'Igrew to hate the hour of sundown, when my master wouldcome to me.' She paused, then added bitterly, 'There weretimes when' felt like a performing dog. Fetch this robe.Rub this place. Turn this way.' Looking again to Mara,she said, 'There is nothing of feeling or love in knowinga man's body, Lady, for one such as me.' She lowered hereyes. 'I confess, the real attraction in taking a younger lover wasin the danger. Arakasi brought me to pleasure, Lady,because he risked death to do so.' Moisture gathered inher eyes. 'Gods, Lady, do you see what a twisted thingI've become? There were whole months when I consideredsuicide, except that I felt too low, too honorless, to sully ablade with my blood.'

 

Tsurani pride, Mara thought. She longed to reach outand reassure the tortured girl; except that to Kamlio, touchof any sort on her body was divorced from emotionalcontact. Though words alone seemed cold, Mara hadno other comfort to offer. 'Arakasi understands this farbetter than you think.' She waited a moment for this to
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Thoughtfully, Kamlio nodded. 'It is true that he did notonce try to touch me since the hour he bought my freedom.Since you told me he was a reed woman's son, I realise why.But at the time, I was too furious over the death of my sisterto notice.'

 

Mara took this for encouragement. 'If you cannot lovehim, be his friend instead. He has a lively intellect, andpiercing wit.?

 

Kamlio looked up, her eyes sparkling with held-backtears. 'He would settle for so little from me?'

'Try him.' Mara smiled. 'Love doesn't demand; it accepts.It has taken me my life to learn this.' Lowering her voice,she added, 'And the gift of two exceptional men.' Lookingat Kamlio directly, she took on a conspiratorial tone. 'Ihave seen nothing, and no man living, who was capable ofshaking Arakasi's nerve. The challenge of your friendshipmight teach him some much needed humility.'

 

Kamlio flung back her glorious light gold hair, herexpression turned impish. 'Are you implying I could getback at him for his presumption where I am concerned?'

'I am thinking you could learn from each other,' Marafinished. Then she glanced around the room. 'But thatdepends upon us returning from these highlands alive.'

Kamlio's brief happiness drained away. 'They could forceyou to trade me.'

 

Mara's insistence came back whip-cracksharp. 'No. I ama Lady, and Tsurani. I stand by my word. Your life is notmine to bargain away. Either I win my requests upon myown merits, or I face whatever fate the gods intend. If itcomes to your continued captivity, Kamlio, hear now that I

give you my blessing to take your own life by the blade or toescape into freedom as you can; you are a free woman. Letthere be no question that your blood or your desires are anyless honorable than Lujan's, or Saric's, or those of any otherwarrior of my honor guard.' Suddenly overwhelmed by howtired she was, Mara stifled a yawn behind her blankets. 'ButI do not think things will come to that. The later events ofmy evening cause me to surmise that Hotaba's offer was a
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test. My test. If I won any concessions, we will not knowuntil the morning. Sleep now, Kamlio. For the rest of this;night, we can only wait patiently on the outcome.'

Daybreak, and the silence as the winds stilled, found bothLady and courtesan sleeping. Mara lay curled in a tangle dblack hair, the blankets twined tightly around her shouldersfrom restless dreams. She started upright on a sharp intakeof breath at the touch of Mirana's hand.

 

'Lady, arise and dress quickly,' softly urged the chieftainswife. 'The Kaliane has returned to announce the decision

made in Dorales.'

 

Mara threw herself out of the cot and gasped at the chillin the air. The hearthfire had gone out during the night.While she.pulled on her ice-cold robes, Mirana rebuiltthe blaze with kindling, so that Kamlio might wake upin better comfort. The crack in the shutter showed grey.Clouds or mist obscured the sunrise, and Mara felt stiff inher joints.

 

There were silver hairs caught in her comb as she finishedmaking herself tidy. Her heart beat too fast in apprehension,.and her thoughts circled again and again back to home, andthe children, and Hokanu. Would she ever regain the chanceto repair her marriage? Gods, she prayed, let me not die onforeign soil. Let Kamlio return home for Arakasi.

For the first time where the girl was concerned, Marasaw hope in the doomed tie to her Spy Master. Thurilcaptivity had shaken the child from bitter cynicism, madeher reexamine her self-worth and those bits of her life thatwere now her own to control.

 

'Hurry,' Mirana urged quietly, so as not to wake Kamlio..'The Kaliane is not known for patience.' ;

 

Mara laced her cold feet into her sandals, the leather wornthin now, and stretched out from wetness and sliding on the shaleof the mountain paths. One of the toes was frayed;

out. Who in the Empire would recognise her for the Good

Servant, with her face unpainted, and her robes as plain as

a pot girl's? Rising and walking out the door to meet theKaliane without even token appearance of her rank tooka shameful amount of courage.

 

Mara strove without success to feign unconcern. But herpalms were sweating and her hands trembled, and she hadto be grateful to the horrid, clammy mist for hiding themoisture in her eyes.

 

Her memories brought back within the golden circletroubled her more than she cared to admit. Were Kevinhere, he would have commented in atrocious humor, evenin so tense a moment. Mara missed his irreverent sense ofmistiming that no amount of chiding had ever managedto correct. Long before she was ready, she found herselfchivvied by Mirana into the wide main square, wherethe tatterdemalion person of Hotaba awaited, along witha figure hunched under layers of robes whose personemanated presence more awesome than the Emperor's.

Mara swallowed her pride and bowed low. 'I await theKaliane's decision,' she murmured.

 

Old, clawed hands tugged her erect. 'Lady, stand upright.Here obeisance is an insult.' The Kaliane regarded theAcoma Lady with a stare as piercing as the bit of glassJican used to magnify questionable guild seals to checktheir authenticity. 'Lady Mara,' said the enchantress inher dry crone's voice, 'our decision has been made. Wehave decided to support your cause in this way: you willbe granted permission to journey, along with the one of yourcompany that you designate. You will be shown through thehigh passes, to the gates of Chakaha, the cho-ja city whereindwell their masters of magic.'

 

Mara's eyes widened. The Forbidden! she thought toherself. If cho-ja could breed mages, and the 'treaty' withthe Assembly forbade them to practice within the borders
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of Tsuranuanni, much of the cho-ja Queen's reticence wasexplained. Her excitement mounted

 

The Kaliane seemed to sense this, for her next wordswere stem. 'Lady Mara, know that the cause of the Tsuranipeople is not our cause. Thuril made war only when ourlands were invaded. We do not hold it to be our duty toconcern ourselves with the politics of an enemy nationHowever, the cho-ja may see their part differently. Theirpeople within Tsurani borders are a captive nation. Youwill be given your chance to be heard by them, and to wintheir alliance if you may. But be warned: the cho-ja hivewill view you as an enemy. Our people can conduct youin safety to the hive's borders and no farther. We cannotact as your spokesman. Neither can we intervene to spareyou if the cho-ja receive you with enmity. Understand medearly: you could die for your good intentions.'

This was an uncertain step forward, Mara assessed in thesplit second that followed, but a step nonetheless. Clearlyshe said, 'I have no choice. I must go. I will take Lujan, myForce Commander, and in his absence, my adviser Saric willcaptain my honor guard.'

 

The Kaliane's eyes flickered with what might havebeen guarded admiration, or maybe pity. 'You have courage,'she admitted, and then sighed. 'You also do notknow what you face. But very well. Be assured thatyour servants and warriors will be shown the hospitalityof guests until your kite is known. If you return,they will be restored to you. If you die, they will bearyour remains back to your homeland. So say I, theKaliane.'

 

Mara inclined her head to seal her agreement that thesearrangements were satisfactory.

 

'well,' Mirana snapped from the sidelines, 'husband, areyou going to stand there gaping in disappointment becauseyou could not wrest away the gold-haired lass for our son,

or are you going to go to the soldiers' compound and roustout Force Commander Lujan?'

 

'Shut up, old woman! The peace of the dawn is sacred,and you profane life itself with your poise.' He squared hisshoulders and glared, until the Kaliane cast him a glanceof disapproval. Then he hurried off at a shuffling, comicalrun on the errand as his wife had bidden him.

 

As he vanished, the Kaliane "gathered her robes against thestreaming mist. To Mara she said, 'You will leave as soon assupplies can be "gathered for your journey. You will go onfoot, as the uplands are too rough for other conveyance.'She paused, as if assessing some inward thought, thenadded, 'Gittania, one of our acolytes, will act as yourguide through the passes. May the gods smile upon yourefforts, Lady Mara. It is no easy task you have set for
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yourself, for the cho-ja are a fierce race with a memorythat does not readily allow forgiveness.'

 

An hour later, following a hot meal, Mara and herone-man delegation were ready to set off. A small crowdof noisy children and idle house matrons, headed byHotaba and his council, gathered to see them off Theywere joined by the acolyte Gittania, who proved to be aslight, mousy-haired girl who looked lost in the-voluminousfolds of the cloak of her order, a knee-length garment wovenin blinding patterns of red upon white. She had flushedcheeks, a sharp nose, and an irrepressible smile. Wherethe sober, broken colors of Thuril plaids tended to blendwith the landscape, Gittania's garb would mark her likea target.

 

Lujan was quick to comment upon this. 'Perhaps,' he

philosophised in rare reflection, 'she wears her gaudinesslike those birds or berries that are poison, a warning thather magical powers bring retribution to any who mightattack her.'

 

Although he spoke quietly, the acolyte heard him.
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'Actually not, warrior. We who take vows as apprenticesare marked apart because we wish to be seen. For theyears of our reaming, we are bound to serve any man orwoman who needs assistance. The cloaks serve as badgesof recognition, that we may be easily found.'

 

Huddled against the streaming mist, Mara asked, 'Howmany years do your kind apprentice to the masters?'

Gittania gave back a rueful grin. 'Some, up to twenty-fiveyears. Others never reach passage, and wear the whiteand scarlet for life. The youngest master on record heldapprenticeship for seventeen years. He was a prodigy.His accomplishment has stood unbettered for a thousandyears.'

 

'The requirements of your peers are tasking indeed,'Lujan observed. Since war was a young man's trade, hecould hardly contemplate the patience it must take to spendhalf a lifetime in study.

 

Yet Gittania did not seem resentful of such arduousstandards. 'A master wields great power, and with it,tremendous responsibility. His years as an acolyte teachtemperance, patience, and, above all, humility, and providetime to develop wisdom. When one has tended sick babies atthe bequest of every herder mother in the fells, one learns intime that the small things count for as much as, or perhapsmore than, the great affairs of rulership and politics.' Herethe girl paused for a saucy, sidelong grin. 'At least, of this myelders assure me. My years are too few yet to understand thesignificance of a baby's rash in all the great turnings of theuniverse.'

 

Tired as she was, Mara laughed. Gittania's outgoinghonesty was a pleasant change after Kamlio's difficultmoods and sullen bitterness. Although the Lady hadfears enough concerning the outcome of her forthcomingencounter with the Thuril cho-ja, she looked forward tothe journey as a time to settle her worn nerves, and to
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contemplate how she would handle her audience witha strange cho-ja Queen. Gittania's blithe humor wouldcertainly be a balm to ease the strain.

 

The Kaliane had silently observed the conversation, whilethe bundles of food and waterskins were made ready on theback of a querdidra. 'The cho-ja are secretive, untrusting,'she confided in last minute counsel. 'Once this was not so.Their masters and ours mingled freely, exchanging ideasand knowledge. In fact, much of our foundational trainingas mages derives from cho-ja philosophies. But the warcenturies ago between cho-ja and Tsuranuanni taught thecreatures that men with power can be treacherous. Sincethen the hives have been reticent, and contact reluctant tononexistent.' She moved to stand before Mara, and said,'I do not know what you will face, Good Servant. But Iwarn you one last time: Tsurani are anathema to thesecho-ja. They do not forgive what has happened to theircounterpart hives across the border, and they may wellhold you accountable as if you had been the very one whoforced the treaty upon them.'

 

At Mara's expression of surprise, the Kaliane reactedsternly. 'Believe me, Lady Mara. Cho-ja do not forget, andto them good does not tolerate the presence of repressionor evil. Right-thinking men, they would say, would havedissolved the so-called treaty that forbids Tsurani cho-jatheir rights to magic. Each day that passes without suchremission keeps the crime fresh; to them the insult ofcenturies past is as one committed this moment. In the hivesof Thuril, you might find no ally against your Assembly,but only a swift death.'

 

Sobering the words might be, but Mara was not deterred.'Not to go is to embrace defeat.' with a nod to Lujan anda wave to Gittania to indicate her readiness, she faced thetown gates.

 

From behind, Kamlio watched her mistress's departure
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with wide eyes. Mara had captured her admiration. Had theLady looked back, she might have seen the ex-courtesan'slips move in a vow that, should any of the Acoma partysurvive to return to the Acoma estates, she would give theLady what she so plainly hoped: an attempt to be friendswith Arakasi. Kamlio bowed her head as Mara becamelost to view and Lujan's plumes disappeared in the mistsShe swore her oath, humbled that the fears that seemedoverwhelming to her had little substance when comparedwith the dangers that Mara strode to meet with straightback and raised chin, and no sign at all of trepidation.

The journey through the Thuril high pass proved anarduous trail. After one day's travel, the terrain steepened;gorse-covered. highlands reared up into rocky outcropsscoured clean of moss by wind. The sun seemed alwaysscudded over by clouds, and the valleys, swathed instreamers of mists that twined over the courses of becks antstreams. Mara managed the stony footing with difficulty,helped over the rougher patches by Lujan's steadying hand.Her sandals became scuffed on the shale, and she had nobreach to spare for talk.

 

Gittania seemed as untroubled by the territory as thequerdidra billy they brought to carry their supplies andbedding. She chattered almost constantly. From her commentsas they passed by this valley or that, which shelteredits little village or cluster of herders' hamlets, Mara learnedmore about Thuril life. The highlanders were a fierce race,wedded inseparably to their independence, but contrary tothe opinion held by most Tsurani, they were not warlike.

'Oh, our young men play at battle,' Gittania allowed,leaning during a rest break upon the tall herder's staffshe used to steady her walking. Lujan also guessed sheknew how to use it as a weapon, if it did not also serveas a staff for magic. But that assumption was shatteredwhen Gittania accidentally broke the wood and, withoutceremony, bought another stick from a man who trainedherd dogs. Now her fingers ran up and down, stripping offthe rough bark that might give blisters. 'But raids, fighting,these are things young men do to gain the skills to stealtheir wives. A few boastful ones venture into imperial lands.Most do not return. If they are caught, and fight, they havebroken the treaty and are outlaws.' Her face darkened asshe said the last.

 

Mara recalled the captives condemned to die as sport forTsurani nobles in the arena, and was shamed. Did any ofthe games masters who staged such atrocities have a cluethat the men they sent out to duel were just boys whomight have first committed no worse a mistake than aprank? Had any imperial warrior or official ever troubledto question the ones who strayed across the border, nakedand painted as if for war? Sadly, she thought not.

Gittania seemed not to notice the Lady's melancholycontemplation. She gestured with her staff over the scrubcoveredvalley, dotted, here and there, with the querdidraherds bred for cheese and wool. 'Mostly we are a nationof traders and herdsmen. Our soil is largely too poor to

farm, and our strongest industry is weaving. The dyes, ofcourse, are very costly, imported as they are from yourwarmer lowlands, and from Tsubar.'

 

Gittania chided herself for her rambling talk, and urgedMara and Lujan to set off once again. The pace sheset was brisk. Days were shorter in the uplands, wherethe high crowns of the hills pushed the sunsets earlier.The place where at last they made camp was in a hollowbetween two rock-crowned knolls. A stream gushedfrom a spring there, and short, wind-stunted trees offeredshelter.

 

'Wrap well in your blankets,' Gittania urged as she andMara scoured the dinner utensils dean in the icy water.
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'Nights get cold in these highlands. Even in summer, therecan be an occasional frost.'

 

Morning saw leaves and grass etched in a silvery patinaof ice crystals. Mara marveled at their intricate patterns,and admired the fragile beauty as a chance ray of sun firedthe edges like gilt. Barren this land might be, but it had awild grace all its own.

 

The trail steepened. More and more, Lujan had to assistMara in the climb, as his studded battle sandals gainedbetter purchase than hers, which were soled in plain leatherThe roof of the clouds seemed close enough to touch, andthe querdidra herds thinned, forage being too sparse tosustain them. Here the splash and tumble of spring-fedstreams formed the sole sound, beyond the whip and moanof the wind.

 

The pass itself was a winding ledge that snaked betweensteep, slate faces that glistened black where water seepedfrom the earth. Mara gulped deep breaths of the thin air,and commented on the strange, sharp smell that seemed toride the gusts.

 

'Snow,' Gittania explained, her cheeks nipped red by thechill, and her smile the warmer by contrast. She tugged herscarlet-and-white sleeves down over her hands for comfort,and added, 'Were the clouds thinner, you might see ice onthe peaks. Not a sight you Tsurani are accustomed to, I'llwarrant.'

 

Mara shook her head, too breathless to speak. Hardierthan she, Lujan said, 'There are glaciers in the great rangewe call the High Wall. Wealthy lords in the northernprovinces are said to post runners into the hills to gatherrare ice for their drinks. But for myself, I have never seenwater harden from the cold.'

 

'It is a magic of nature,' Gittania allowed and, seeingMara's distress, called for another short rest.

The passes fell behind, and the trail descended. On thisside of the mountains, the lands were less arid, and theplantlife thorny and leaved in silver grey. By Gittania'sexplanation, more rain fell here. 'The clouds will thinbefore long, and then we will be able to see the cho-jacity of Chakaha in the distance.'

 

No querdidra herds grazed these slopes, the vegetationbeing too thorny to be edible, but a few families eked outa living by harvesting plant fibers to twist into rope. 'Ahard living,' Gittania allowed. 'The cordage is among thebest available for strength and longevity, but this valley isa long, difficult distance from the seaside markets. Cartscannot cross the pass, so all of the haulage must be doneby packbeast, or on the backs of strong men.'

 

It occurred to Mara that the sure-legged cho-ja mighthandle such a burden over the rugged trails with an easeunmatched by any human, but she was too unsure of whatrelationship the Thuril hives might share with humans tooffer any such suggestion. And then the thought left hermind, for the trail crooked and dipped down, and the cloudsthinned and parted to reveal the valley below, spread outlike a tapestry beneath a high, pale green Tsurani sky.

'Oh!' Mara exclaimed, utterly forgetful of protocol. Forthe sight that greeted her and Lujan was a wonder moreoverwhelming than even the intricate beauty she hadwitnessed in Dorales.

 

The mountains fell away, thorny growth and stonywashes descending into a lush, tropical valley. The breezescarried the scent of jungle vines, exotic flowers, and richearth. Frond trees raised fanlike crowns skyward, andbeyond them, more delicate than the gold filigree wroughtby the most skilled of the Emperor's jewelers, arose the

cho-ja hives.

 

'Chakaha,' said Gittania. 'This is the cho-ja's crystalcity.'

 

As if spun from glass, fingerlike spirals rose from pastel
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domes that sparkled in all colors, like gems in a crown.Rose, aquamarine, and amethyst arches of impossibledelicacy spanned the gaps between. Shiny black cho-Jaworkers, looking like strings of obsidian beads in thedistance, scampered across these narrow catwalks. Marafeasted her eyes upon the gossamer, sparkling architecture,and was further astounded. In the air above, winged cho-jaflew. They were not the jet black she was accustomed to, butbronze and blue, with accenting stripes of maroon. 'Theyare so beautiful!' she breathed. 'Our Queens in Tsuranuannibirth only black cho-ja. The only color I ever saw was theshade of an immature Queen, and she darkened like therest with her maturity.'

 

Gittania sighed. 'Cho-ja magicians are always brilliantlymarked. You have none in the Empire because they areforbidden there. To our sorrow, Good Servant, and youreverlasting loss. They are wise in their power.'

Mara did not immediately answer, entranced as she waswith Chakaha. The glass spires were backed by a blue rangeof mountains whose tops sparkled white against the sky.

'Ice!' Lujan surmised. 'There is ice on those peaks. Ah,but I wish Papewaio were here to see this wonder! AndKeyoke. The old man will never believe what we saw whenwe return home to tell him.'

 

'If you return home,' Gittania said in uncharacteristicacerbity. She made a shrug of apology to Mara. 'Lady, Imay go no farther. You must follow the trail into the valleyfrom here, and seek your way to Chakaha on your own.There will be sentries. They will intercept you long beforeyou reach the crystal gates. Gods go with you, and maythey allow you audience with their Queen.' The acolytefell awkwardly silent as she reached into her mantle andpulled out a small object, oblong in shape, and heavilydark as obsidian. 'This is a reading stone,' she explained.'It carries a record of the memories the Kaliane's council

.
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called from you within the golden truth circle. It shows whywe granted you passage through our lands, and gives ouradvice to the hives of Chakaha. The cho-ja magicians caninterpret its contents, if they choose.' She pressed the objectinto Mara's hands with fingers that were cold with nerves.'Lady, I hope the memories recorded in the stone will help.The Kaliane spoke of some of them. They form an eloquenttestimony on behalf of your cause. Your danger will be inestablishing contact, for these cho-ja can kill swiftly.'

'Thank you.' Mara turned the stone over in her grasp,then tucked it into her robe. Glad that her Force Commander's weapons had been returned, for she disliked thenotion of walking unarmed into a potentially hostile camp,Mara took her leave of Gittania. 'Please give your Kalianemy thanks also. With the grace of the gods, and good luck,we will meet again.'

 

So saying, she nodded to Lujan, and stepped off towardthe lush lowland valley where the city of Chakaha awaited.Neither she nor her handsome Force Commander lookedback, Gittania saw. That saddened her, because overtheir three-day march, she had come to like the GoodServant, whose curiosity held so much compassion forothers, and whose hope was to change the, course ofTsuranuanni's future.

 

The trail descended sharply, over stones that were looseunderfoot. Lujan steadied his Lady's elbow, and thoughhis touch was sure, Mara still felt the precariousness oftheir position. Each step forward carried her farther intothe unknown.

 

Brought up in the crowded sprawl of the Acoma estates,

accustomed to the throngs of Tsurani cities, and to thepresence of servants, slaves, and the numerous officers thatmade up the households of the noble-born, she could notrecall a time in her life when she had been so alone. Her
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meditation cell in the Temple of Lashima had been isolatedfrom others only by the thickness of a wall, and duringthe most solitary of her evening contemplations at home,a single word would bring servants or warriors instantly toattend upon her needs.

 

Here there was only the wild sweep of fog-shrouded stoneslopes behind, and the jungle ahead, with its indigenouspopulation of cho-ja, whose culture was other than thesafe,. treaty-bound commerce she knew with the insectoidsupon her estates.

 

Never in her life had she felt herself so small and the worldshe trod so large. It took all of her will not to turn back,to call after Gittania, and ask to be guided back to Thurilterritories, which now did not seem strange or threatening,but simply and understandably human. But back in theThuril village awaited the rest of her honor guard, andKamlio, dependent upon her efforts; and linked to them, herfamily and children and all of the lives upon three sprawlingestates answerable to Shinzawai and Acoma. She must notlet them down, must secure them haven against the wrathof the magicians to come. Mara faced resolutely forward,and resorted to conversation.

 

'Lujan, tell me: when you were left the life of a greywarrior, and had no hope for a life of honor, how didyou cope?'

 

Lujan's helm tipped, as he looked askance at her. Inhis eyes she saw that he, too, sensed the immensity andemptiness of the landscape surrounding them, and thathe was Tsurani enough to be uneasy as well with thesolitude. How much we have grown to understand eachother, Mara thought; how the difficulties of this life havewoven our efforts together into a relationship that is special,and cherished. Then his reply stopped her introspection.

'Lady, when a man has lost everything that his peers andfellows consider to be important, when he lives a life that ismeaningless by the tenets of his upbringing, then all that isleft is his dreams. I was very stubborn. I held to my dreams.And one day I awoke to find that my existence was notall misery. I realised that I could still laugh. I could stillfeel. Feasting on wild game could still ease my belly, anda tumble with a kind woman could still make my bloodrace and my spirits soar. An honorless man might suffer inthe future when Turakamu took his spirit, and the Wheelof Life ground his fate into dust. But day to day? Honordoes not add to joy.' Here the man who had led the Acomaarmies for close to two decades gave an uncomfortableshrug. 'Lady, I was a leader of thieves, brigands, andunfortunates. We as a band might not have had the greathonor that house colors may give a man. But we did notlive without creed.'

 

Here Mara could see that her Force Commander wasembarrassed to silence. Aware that his discomfort stemmed

from an issue that was central to the man himself, andaware, too, that more than curiosity prompted her, sheurged gently, 'Tell me. Certainly you realise that I do nothold to traditions for their own sake.'

 

Lujan gave a small laugh. 'We are alike in that morethan you know, my Lady. All right. The men that I ledswore a covenant with me. Outcasts though we were, andcast off by the gods, that did not make us less than men.We formed what might be called our own house, sworeloyalty to ourselves, and added that what befell one wouldbe shared by all. And so you see, Mara, when you cameand were willing to embrace us all in honorable service, wecould not have accepted save as a whole. When Pape devisedhis clever ruse to find distant kinship so that we might becalled to Acoma service, had one man been refused, we allwould have turned away.'

 

Mara looked at her Force Commander in surprise, andby the sheepish look in his weathered face, deduced further.
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'This covenant you speak of, it still exists.' She did not ask,but stated.

 

Lujan cleared his throat. 'It does. But when we swore youour loyalty by the Acoma natami, we added a coda, thatour wishes, needs, and honor came second after yours. Butwithin your loyal army there is still a band of us who feela special kinship to one another, one we cannot share withyour other soldiers, no matter how honorable they may be.It is a badge of honor unique to us, as was Papewaio's blackband of condemnation his own peculiar accolade.'

'Remarkable.' Mara fell silent, her eyes downcast as ifshe negotiated a particularly hazardous step, but the footingwas less rocky now, the trail of beaten soil bordered bythe first fronds and greenery that edged the jungle. Theglass towers of Chakaha had disappeared with the lossof altitude, eclipsed by the dense, high crowns of tropicaltrees. Their danger was not lessened but increased, andyet Mara spared a moment from worry to ponder whather Force Commander had revealed: that he was a leaderborn, and that his loyalty was rare and deep; that even afteradvancement to a high post, he had kept his word with theruffians Burned soldiers that he had once commanded. It wasnoteworthy, Mara thought, that the man at her side had aninborn sense of himself and his personal responsibilities thatran deeper than in most Lords who ruled in the Nations. Allthis, Lujan had done, without fanfare, without recognition,without even the knowledge of his Lady, until now.

Mara glanced aside at him, and saw his face had resumedthe mask of Tsurani inscrutability appropriate to a warriorin house service. She was glad the opportunity had arisento learn what had passed between them. All that remainedto be asked of the gods was the opportunity to ensurethat such special qualities and talents that Lujan hadrevealed might be brought to full flower. If they survived,Mara decided, this was a man who deserved rewardsabove and beyond the ordinary recognition for exemplaryservice.

 

Then her thought was interrupted by a rustle in theundergrowth. The first of the high trees lay ahead, theirtrunks ancient and wide enough that five men with linkedhands would have difficulty girdling their circumference.As their deep shade fell chillingly over Mara and Lujan,a ring of cho-ja sentinels arose seemingly out of nowhere,silent, shiny-black, and naked but for their natal armor ofpolished chitin. Bladed forearms were Burned outward atan aggressive angle.

 

Lujan jerked Mara to a stop. His second, instinctivemovement to thrust her behind him and away from thedanger and then to draw his sword was checked, as he sawthat they were surrounded. These Cho-ja wore none of thehumanlike accoutrements of rank that their counterparts inthe Nations affected, and they moved in uncanny silence.

For a moment, the two human invaders and the insectoidsentinels stood motionless.

 

Mara was first to break the tableau, giving the full bowan envoy might use to greet a foreign delegation. 'We come

in peace.' .r ~

 

Her words were punctuated by a snap as in unison thesentinels raised forearms to guard position. One amongthem advanced a half-step, its face plates unreadable.These cho-ja of Chakaha made no effort to mimic humanexpressions, and the result left Mara uneasy. These foreigninsectoids might attack and butcher them both where theystood, and not even Lujan's fast eye might detect the signalthat started the slaughter.

 

'We come in peace,' she repeated, this time unable to

keep the tremble from her voice.

 

For a drawn-out moment, nothing moved. Over thedrone of insects in the jungle, Mara thought she detectedthe high-pitched buzzing she had earlier experienced in the
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chamber of the Queen who inhabited her home estate. Butthe sound ended before she could be certain.

 

Then the one who had stepped ahead, and who might beclassified as their Strike Leader, spoke out. 'You are fromthe Empire, human. Peace to your kind is but a prelude totreachery. You are trespassers. Turn and go, and live.'

Mara sucked in a shaky breath. 'Lujan,' she said in atone she hoped sounded convincing,'disarm yourself. Showthat we mean no harm by surrendering your blade to thesewhom we would call friends.'

 

Her Force Commander raised his arm to follow her order,although she could see by his tension that he disliked theidea of giving up what small defense he might offer her.

But before he could set hand to sword grip, he heard thesnap, snap as t,he cho-ja left guard position and angled theirweight forward to charge. Their spokesman said, 'Touchyour sword, man, and you both die.'

 

To this, Lujan jerked up his chin in a flushed blaze ofanger. 'Kill us, then!' he half shouted. 'But I say that if youdo so, when my intent is to surrender, you are cowardsall. With my sword, or without it, at your first chargewe are dead.' Here he glanced at Mara, asking unspoken

permission.

 

His mistress returned a stiff nod. 'Disarm,' she repeated.'Show that we are friends. If attack follows, then ourmission is wasted effort anyway, for the Lady of the Acomaand the Servant of the Empire does not treat with a race ofmurderers.'

 

Slowly, deliberately, Lujan reached for his sword. Marawatched, running with sweat, as his hand touched, thenclosed over the weapon hilt.

 

The cho-ja did not move. Perhaps above the drone of theinsects, their buzzing communication gave them discoursewith their Queen, but Mara could not tell. Her ears werenumbed by nerves and the fast, loud pound of her heart.
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'I will draw and set my sword upon the ground,' Lujansaid tightly. He kept his movements careful, and seemedoutwardly confident, but Mara could see the drops ofperspiration sliding down his jawline beneath his helmas, ever so slowly, he drew the sword from the scabbard,took hold of the blade with his bare left hand so that hisintent not to fight could not possibly be mistaken, andplaced the weapon point toward himself upon the earth.

Mara saw the cho-ja shift their weight forward as one,a movement she had seen before. In another second theywould charge, despite her pleading for peace. As loud asshe could make them, she mimicked the sounds of greetingsshe had learned from the hive Queen upon her estates, apoor human attempt at the clicks and snaps made by thecho-ja throat.

 

Instantly the cho-ja stood like statues, frozen a heartbeataway from murder. Yet when Lujan's sword rested uponthe ground, and he straightened, defenceless, their posturesdid not ease.

 

Neither did the leader of their party speak out. Instead,a great gust of air arose, lashing Mara's hair into disarray,and causing Lujan to squint through watering eyes. Downthrough the canopy of jungle descended a cho-ja form,leanly streamlined and brilliantly striped. It possessed anunearthly beauty that was somehow almost dangerous,and above neatly folded limbs its seemingly delicate weightwas suspended upon crystalline wings that beat up a stormof wind.

 

A cho-ja magician had come!

 

Mara drew breath to exclaim in involuntary delight, buther throat gave voice to no sound. The air around herseemed to shimmer suddenly, and the forms of the cho-jaadvance guard shattered into patternless colon Her feet lostcontact with the ground, and Lujan's presence became lostto her. There were no trees, no jungle, no sky; nothing at
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all could her senses detect that was familiar, but a chaosof whirling light.

 

She found her voice, and her cry became one of terror.'What are you doing to us?'

 

A reply boomed back from nowhere, echoing in hermind. 'Enemies who surrender become prisoners,' the voiceadmonished.

 

And then all of Mara's perception drowned in a greattide of darkness.
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Mara awoke.

 

Her last memory of open air, and lush jungle, and apatrol of cho-ja sentinels did not mesh with her presentsurroundings: a narrow, hexagonal chamber of windowless,featureless walls. The floor was of polished stone, the ceilingfashioned of a mirrorlike substance that threw back the lightof the single cho-ja globe that drifted unsupported at thechamber's center.

 

Mara raised herself on her elbows, then her knees, anddiscovered that Lujan stood behind her, awake, and visiblybattling against a restless bout of nerves.

 

'Where are we?' asked the Lady of the Acoma. 'Do youknow?'

 

Her Force Commander spun to face her, pale with angeronly barely held in check. 'I don't. The where hardlymatters, though, because we are being held as enemies ofthe city-state of Chakaha.' -'

 

'Enemies?' Mara accepted Lujan's hand to help herrise; she noticed his scabbard was empty, which partiallyexplained his edginess. 'We were brought here by means ofmagic, then?'

 

Lujan raked back sweat-damp hair, then from habittightened the strap that secured his helm. 'Magic must haveconveyed us from the glen. And only magic can secure ourrelease. If you look around, you will see there is no door.'

Mara quickly checked. The walls arose sheer and smooth,unbroken by any sort of portal. At a loss to account forthe freshness of the air, the Lady deduced that the chambermust be entirely wrought of cho-ja spellcraft.

572

 

Mistress of the Emp~re

 

The conclusion made her tremble.

 

She was no longer dealing with humans, who might bytheir nature share some empathy. Cold with foreboding,Mara knew she and Lujan had become embroiled in theunknowns of the hive mind. More than ever, she wasconfronted by the incomprehensibility of an alien specieswhose 'memory' and 'experience' spanned millennia, andwhose framework of reason would be judged only bycollective prosperity and survival. Worse, unlike the hive shehad conversed with inside the Empire's borders, these free,foreign cho-ja had never been forced to coexist with humanityexcept on terms they chose. There would not be eventhe imperfect understanding she shared with the Queen withwhom she had exchanged companionship over the years.

Lujan sensed his Lady's despair. 'We are not withouthope, my Lady. These are civilised creatures who hold uscaptive. They must be disinclined to kill out of hand, or wewould have died on the trail.'

 

Mara sighed, and did not voice her following thought:that if they were adjudged enemies, it was not for theirindividual deeds, but for the actions of all Tsurani overevery age of history. The past records of sincere treatiesbroken by bloody betrayals were too numerous to count,and within Mara's lifetime, the tenets of the Game ofthe Council had many times caused sons to kill fathers,and clansmen to rend clansmen. Her own hands were farfrom clean.

 

Her first husband's ritual suicide had been manipulatedby her; so even if the hive mind were to measure her bythe acts she alone had authored, contradiction would befound in abundance - between the vows she had sworn inmarriage, and the hatred she had held in her heart for Jiro'sbrother; and in her betrayal of Kevin, the barbarian sheloved, then sent away against his will, ignorant she carriedhis child. It occurred to her, as she bit her lip to keep back
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tears born of shame, that it was not the cho-ja way to learnby mistakes, for all of the errors made by ancestors wereavailable to living memory. They were a race for whom thepast did not fade. Forgiveness for them would not be theever renewable resource it was for humankind - grudgesmight be kept for millennia.

 

'Lujan?' The echo of Mara's voice in that confinedchamber was hollow with fear. 'Whatever should becomeof us in the end, we must find a way to be heard!'

Her Force Commander spun in a frustrated circle. 'Whatis left to do for you, Lady, but to pound on these walls withmy fists?'

 

Mara heard the desperation he tried to mask behindbravado. His distress sobered her; ever since leaving theCoalteca, nothing of Lujan's training as a warrior hadserved him. He had held no army to command. The daythe Thuril first arose in ambush upon the trail, she hadforbidden him to defend her. At Loso, he had sufferedinsults that he would have spilled blood over rather thanendure. He had been humiliated, driven in bonds like aslave, against every instinct of his upbringing. Out of hisdepth, separated from his warrior companies, he mustfind his circumstances incomprehensibly bleak.

Lujan had humor, and cleverness, and courage; but heowned none of Arakasi's detached fascination with theunknown. Sobered to acknowledge the demands she hadplaced on her Force Commander's loyal spirit, Maratouched his wrist. 'Bide patiently, Lujan. For either we

are near to our end, or our goal is just within reach.'

Striking to the core of her thoughts, Lujan replied, 'I feelmost worthless, my Lady. You would have done better tobring Arakasi, or to have kept Saric at your side.'

Mara attempted humor. 'What? Endure Saric's questions,even when the gods themselves impose silence? AndArakasi? Lujan, do you suppose that he could have watched
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Kamlio led away without flying weaponless in the face ofarmed guards? Unless, of course, she had clawed him toribbons on the Coalteca before we even saw landfall. No,I do not think I would wish either Saric or Arakasi withme at this time. The gods work as they will. I must trustthat fate brought you here for a reason.'

 

The last line was false conviction. In truth, Mara knewonly foreboding. Still, her effort had coaxed a quirk of asmile from her officer. His fingers had ceased drummingagainst his empty scabbard. 'Lady,' he allowed wryly, 'letus pray you are right.'

 

Tedious hours passed, with no daylight in sight to revealthe passage of day to night, and no interruption or sound tobreak the monotony. Lujan paced the tiny chamber, whileMara sat and unsuccessfully tried to meditate. Tranquilthought evaded her, torn through again and again bylonging for her children and husband. She fretted, afraidshe would never again have the chance to make peacewith Hokanu. Irrational worries gnawed at her: that ifshe failed to return home, he would marry and beget sons,and little Kasuma might never inherit the legacy that washer due. That Justin might be killed before manhood, andthat the Acoma line would fail. That Jiro, with the backingof the Assembly, would topple Ichindar's new order, and thegolden throne of the Emperor become relegated to a seat fora slave to religious ceremony. The Warlord's office wouldbe restored, and the Game of the Council resume with allits internecine feuding and bloodshed. Lastly, the cho-ja ofthe Nations would forever remain bound to subserviencethrough unjust treaty.

 

Mara's eyes snapped open. A thought occurred, and herheartbeat accelerated. These cho-ja might not be moved bya Tsurani, a sworn enemy - but would they turn their backsupon their fellows in captivity within the Empire? She mustmake them understand that she, as the only opponent of
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the Assembly with the rank and influence to threaten them,offered the cho-ja within Tsuranuanni their first hope ofchange.

 

We must find a way to be heard!' Mara muttered, andshe joined in step with Lujan's pacing.

 

More hours passed. Hunger began to trouble them, alongwith the urgency of bodily needs too long denied.

To this last, Lujan remarked wryly, 'Our captors mightat least have equipped our cell with a latrine. If they leaveme no better choice, I shall have to shame my upbringingand empty my bladder upon their floor.'

 

Yet before that point of crisis could arise, a flash of intensewhite light smote the eyes of the Lady and her officer.Blinking against temporary blindness, Mara realised thatthe walls that held them appeared to have dissolved. Shehad discerned no moment of disorientation, nor heard anywhisper of sound; and yet whatever spell of release hadbeen keyed, she found herself no longer confined. Had theirprison been an elaborate illusion, she wondered. Daylightfell through a high, transparent dome tinted soft purple.She and Lujan stood at the center of a patterned floor, thetiles fashioned of glass, or precious stones, and laid witha breathtaking artistry. The mosaics Mara had seen in thehall of Tsuranuanni's Emperor seemed clumsy as a child'sscrawls by comparison. The beauty might have held herstaring in wordless admiration, but a double-file escort ofcho-ja warriors prodded her forward.

 

Frantically, she glanced around for Lujan. He was notwith her! She had been mesmerised by the floor, and ifhe had been led away, she had not seen where. Anotherprod from her escort sent her stumbling ahead. Leadingthe column of warriors, she saw a cho-ja with yellow

markings on its thorax. By the tools hung in the satchelat its belt, it appeared to be a scribe; and it followed on theheels of another figure of towering height that trailed what
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Mara had at first presumed to be some sort of gossamermantle. More careful inspection revealed wings, overlaid inelaborate folds as a lady's train might be. They slid with thefaintest of rustles over the polished floor, emitting sparklesof light that danced and died in the air. By the palpablesense of power that chased prickles over her skin, Maraunderstood she beheld a cho-ja magician up dose.

Awe held her tongue-tied. The creature was tall! Builtwith. slender, stilt-like limbs, it moved with a grace thatrecalled to her Kevin's long-ago description of the elvesthat inhabited his world of Midkemia. But this alien beingowned more than beauty. Its sleek, wide head was crownedwith antennae that et times gave off glow. Its foreclaws wereringed with precious metal, silver and copper and iron.What from a.,distance had looked like striped markingswere actually more intricate, a maze of thread-fine linesthat almost seemed to have meaning, like temple runes, ortext beyond the ken of human perception. Curiosity warredwith Mara's fear, until only uncertainty for her fate heldher silent. Upon her rested the future of the Empire and, ashad chose predecessors named Servant by past Emperors,she felt that responsibility weigh upon her.

 

She was ushered down a passageway, and through anouter door that let onto a catwalk of dizzying height. Itcrossed in an arch between two spires, affording a dramaticview of the glass city, its surrounding jungle, and the teeth ofthe mountain ranges that hemmed the valley around. Marasaw more of the cho-ja magicians in flight over the city'stowers, before her escort of warriors hastened her ahead.She was urged across the catwalk, which had no railingsbut was surfaced with a strange, almost tacky substancefor secure footing. The pillared entry at the far end openedinto another wide, domed chamber.

 

Here more cho-ja squatted in a semicircle, these markedsimilarly to the one she had guessed to be a scribe.Their colors were baffling, accustomed as she was tothe unadorned black of the creatures in her own land.She was led into the center of their congress, and therethe tall magician swept around and fixed ruby eyes uponher. 'Tsurani-human, who are you?'

 

Mara took a deep breach. 'I am Mara, Lady of the Acomaand Servant of the Empire. I come to you to plead for-'

'Tsurani-human,' the magician interrupted in a sonorousboom. 'These before you are the judges that have alreadyconvicted you. You are not brought here to plead, as yourfate has already been determined.'

 

Mara went rigid as if struck a blow. 'Convicted! Of whatcrime?'

 

'The crime of your nature. Of being what you are. Theactions of your ancestors were your testimony.'

'I am to die for what my ancestors did ages past?'

The cho-ja magician ignored the question. 'Before yoursentence is read, and for the sake of Tsuranuanni, thehuman-hive-home that birthed you, our custom holds thatyou shall be granted the right of testament, that your kindnot be deprived of such wisdom you choose to impart. Youare granted the hours until nightfall to speak. Our scribeswill record what you say, and their writings will be sent backto your hive-home in the hands of the Thuril traders.'

Mara regarded the patterned features of the cho-jamagician, and rage took her. Like Lujan, she desperatelyneeded to attend to the functions of her body. She couldnot think with a full bladder, and she could not accept whatthe magician's short speech had implied, that she was justone member of a hive, and that her permanent absence heldno more consequence than knowledge gained or lost.

The ruby depths of the magician's gaze showed noquarter. Argument would be futile, she knew. The blusterthat had won her through to audience with the Thurilcouncil would here gain her nothing. Humbled by feeling
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that this civilisation made her Empire's achievements seemless than the efforts of a human babe to make order in asandbox, she repressed her desire to shout in frustrationat her fate. In the eyes of this race of beings, she wasan infant: a dangerous, murderous infant, but a childnonetheless. Well then, she would indulge the curiositythat plagued her! Perhaps there would be inspiration tobe gained. Pressed by a white heat of impulse, Mara putaside. her concern for her family and country. She gave into the instincts of a child.

 

'I have no great legacy of wisdom,' she announced ina bold voice. 'Instead of giving knowledge, I would ask:in my birth-lands, there is a treaty that holds the cho-janation captive. In my land, to speak of it or to impartknowledge of the war that gave rise to its making isforbidden. If the memory of this great battle and theterms of its peacemaking are recalled in Chakaha, I wishto be told of these events. I would ask to know the truthof the past that has condemned me.'

 

A buzzing murmur arose among the tribunal, a sibilancethat grew into a cacophony that set Mara's teeth on edge.The cho-ja guard squatted behind her, motionless as thoughthey might hold their position until the end of time. Thescribe that stood by the magician twitched once, then shiftedits stance as though with uncertainty. The magician itselfdid not stir, until, suddenly, it raised its wings. Gossamerfolds unfurled with a gusty hiss of air, and snapped tautwith a crack that silenced the chamber immediately. Marastared like a peasant shown wonders, noting that the wingsconnected somehow to the forelimbs and hind limbs ofthe creature, almost like webbing, but vast as sails. Theforelimbs were many-jointed, and extended high overheaduntil they nearly touched the roof of the dome

The magician turned on its stilt-like legs. Its now heatedgaze swept the stilled tribunal, and as it turned full
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around, it glared again down at Mara. 'You are a curiousbeing,' it said.

 

Mara bowed, though her knees threatened to give outon her. 'Yes, Great One.'

 

The cho-ja magician hissed a high-pitched breath ofair. 'Assign me not the title your kind awards to thoseperpetrators of treachery, your Assembly.'

 

'Lord, then,' Mara rang back. 'I offer my humble respect,for the oppression of the Assembly has been mine tosuffer also.'

 

A twitter from those assembled arose at this, then stilled.The magician's glare seemed to sear through Mara's skinand touch the core of her thoughts. Swept by a sense ofviolation, and a moment that rang like fever, or the pain ofcontact with flame, she cringed and choked back a scream.Then the sensation passed, leaving dizziness. She fought tokeep her balance and stay upright.

 

When her senses cleared, the cho-ja magician was speakingrapidly to the tribunal. 'She speaks truth.' Its tonehad turned musical, perhaps resulting from surprise. 'ThisTsurani has no knowledge of the doings of her ancestors!How can this be?'

 

Mara mustered the tatters of her dignity and answered forherself. 'Because my kind have no hive mind, no collectivememory. We know only that which we experience, or aretaught by others, within the span of the days of our lives.

Libraries preserve our past history, and these are mererecords, subject to the ravages of time, and the limitationsset upon them by those factions who set down theircontents. Our memories are imperfect. We have no ...'Then she intoned the click-chuck that the Queen on herland had used to indicate the hive consciousness.

'Silence, Tsurani!' The magician furled its great wings,with a sigh of air currents and a sparkle of light that arosefrom no visible source. 'We are not children. Humans have
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no hive mind, this we know. The concept is awkward, athing that ill fits our thought processes. We understandyou use libraries and teachers to convey your hive-nations'wisdom through the generations.'

 

Mara seized upon what appeared to be a moment ofneutrality. 'One of your kind once told me that the hivemind of the cho-ja resides with the Queens. What oneQueen knows, all experience. But I ask, what happens ifa Queen is to die with no successor? What becomes of herworkers and her males, and all the individuals that makeup hive society?'

 

The magician clicked its mandibles. 'Her subjects haveno mind,' it allowed. 'Should mishap kill a Queen, herrirari, those of her chosen breeding attendants, will beheadher survivors out of mercy, for, mindless, they would roveaimlessly and die.' It stated this without guilt, the conceptof murder being different than that for a human.

'Then.' Mara surmised boldly. 'they would not forage

'They could not.' Metal flashed as the magician madea curt gesture with its forelimb. 'They have no purposebeyond the hive. I am no different. The Queen who bredme is all of my guiding directive. I am her eyes, her hands,if you will, and her ears. I am her instrument, even as thistribunal is her arm of judgment. Part of me is conscious,and I may act in independence if it is of benefit to the hive,but all that I am, all that I know, will remain with the hivewhen this body no longer functions.'

 

'Well, I offer that we humans are not like cho-ja subjects.Even as do your Queens, we each have our own mind, ourown purpose, our own directive for survival. Kill our rulersand Lords, and we will each go on with our affairs. Leavebut one child alive, or one man, and he will live out hisdays according to his own wishes.'

 

The cho-ja magician seemed bemused. 'We have thought

for food, or sustain themselves to survive?'

for generations that the Tsurani hive is insane; if it mustanswer to teeming millions of minds, we know why!'

'That is individuality,' Mara said. 'I have little of importanceto offer the Tsurani nation, as one person. Instead,I repeat my request to know the actions of the ancestorsthat have caused your tribunal to condemn me withouthearing.'

 

The scribe-like creature at the magician's side peered atMara and for the first time spoke. 'The telling might takeuntil nightfall, which is all of the time you are allotted.'

'So it must be,' Mara said, steadier now that she had

been able at least to open conversation with these aliencho-ja. Of more immediate concern were the bodily needsthat had been denied, and how much longer she must beforced to put them off.

 

But the cho-ja, after all, were not entirely insensitive. Themagician's scribe spoke again. 'Your will shall be granted,along with whatever comforts you may require to keepyour ease through the hour of sundown.'

 

Mara inclined her head in thanks, and then bowed. Whenshe arose, the magician cho-ja had departed, without sound,without ceremony, as if it had melted away into air. Thescribe-type cho-ja remained, directing a sudden influxof unmarked workers who were dispatched to attendMara's needs.

 

Later, refreshed and fed from a lavish tray of fruits,breads, and cheeses, Mara reclined on fine cushions while,still before the tribunal, she was given the services of acho-ja orator whose task was to fill in for her those gapsin Empire history that were forbidden within the bordersof the Nations.

 

Relieved of discomforts, Mara waved for the cho-jaorator to begin recitation. While the afternoon spilledpurple shadows through the pillared windows, and thesky above the crystal dome deepened toward sundown,
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she shared a tale of great sorrow, of hives burned byhideous, crackling bolts of magic, and thousands uponthousands of cho-ja subjects mercilessly beheaded by therirari of slaughtered Queens. She heard tell of atrocities, ofeggs stolen, and cho-ja magicians put to useless torture.

Cho-ja in those times had been ill prepared for therealities of an arcanely waged war. They had magic withwhich to build marvels, magic to adorn nature with thebeauty of intelligent artifice, and magic to bring fortuneand favorable weather. In such peaceful arts, the insectoidmages held the accumulated wisdom of centuries, and theoldest among them had carapaces whorled and stippledwith the patterns of a million spells.

 

Here Mara dared an interruption. 'Do you mean that themarkings on your mages are badges of experience?'

The orator bobbed its head. 'Indeed, Lady. Over time theybecome so. Each spell that they master becomes inscribed incolors upon their bodies, and the greater their powers, themore complex are their markings.'

 

The orator went on to emphasise that the cho-ja magesfrom the era of the Golden Bridge held no spells for warlikeviolence. They could cast beneficial wards to protect, butthese were no match for the aggressive magic of theAssembly. The wars involving magic were not battles butmassacres. The treaty that bound the cho-ja of the Nationsto subservience had been submitted and sworn into beingentirely out of need to survive.

 

'The terms are harsh,' the orator finished on a note thatmight have been sorrow. 'No mages are to be hatchetwithin Tsuranuanni. Cho-ja there are forbidden to wearthe markings that show age or rank, but must be coloredblack in adult life, even as your Tsurani slaves who arehuman are restricted to garments of grey. Commerce withcho-ja outside your borders is not allowed, exchangeof information, news, or magical lore being specificallyforbidden. It is our suspicion, if not the sad truth, that theQueens within your nations have been forced to excise fromhive memory all record and means of cho-ja magic. Wereyou Tsurani all to perish, and the Assembly's edict becomeobsolete, it is doubtful if an Empire-bred Queen could stillcreate the egg to hatch out a mage. And so the sky-cities ofour kind are forgotten, reduced by human decree to dampwarrens beneath the earth. Our proud brethren are forcedto become grubbers in soil, with their arts of spell-buildingforever lost.'

 

By now the sky beyond the arch had darkened undertwilight. The tribunal, who had heretofore sat-in perfectstillness, arose, while the orator in obedience to someunspoken signal fell silent. A cho-ja sentinel at Mara'sback prodded her up from her cushions, and the magician'sscribe tilted its head her way in a manner that suggestedregret. 'Lady, your time of last testament is now ended, andthe moment for your sentencing is come. If you have anylast bequest, you are urged to state it now.'

 

'Last bequest?' Wine and sweet fruit had dulled the edgesof Mara's apprehension, and the familiarity shared with theorator throughout the afternoon made her bold. 'What doyou mean by this?' ~

 

The magician's scribe shifted its weight and becameimplacably still. The tallest of the tribunal cho-ja deliveredher answer. 'Your sentence, Lady Mara of Tsuranuanni.

After your last testament is given, it will be formally readthat you are to be executed at tomorrow's dawn.'

'Executed!' A jolt of adrenaline and fear caused Mara tosquare her shoulders, and ire lit her eyes. She abandonedprotocol. 'What are your kind, if not barbarians, to condemnan envoy unheard?' The tribunal members twitched,and the sentinel cho-ja angled forward aggressively, butMara was already frightened witless and she did not takeany note. 'It was a Queen of your own kind who sent me
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here to treat with you. She held hope for those cho-ja whoare a captive nation within our Empire's borders, and shesaw in me the chance to rectify the human misdeeds of thepast. Would you execute me out of hand, when I am theopponent of the Assembly, come here to ask aid againsttheir tyranny?'

 

The tribunal regarded her with identical sets of gem-hardeyes, unmoved. 'Lady,' rang their spokesman, 'state yourlast bequest if you have one.'

 

Mara closed her eyes. Were all of her efforts to end here,with her life? Had she been Servant of the Empire, wifeto a fine Lord, Ruling Lady of the Acoma, and adviserto the Emperor only to die in shame on foreign soil? Sherepressed a violent shiver, and stayed the hands that itchedto scrub the sweat of outright terror from her brow. She hadnothing left to her at this moment beyond the dignity of herpeople. Her honor she no longer believed in, after hearingof what her forebears had done on the battlefield againsta peaceful civilisation. And so her voice rang oddly steadyas she said, 'Here is my last bequest: that you take this,'She held up the magical token given her by Gittania, whichshould have been her testimony to these hostile aliens. Sheforced herself to press on. 'That you take this record, andincorporate it into your hive memory along with the detailsof my "execution", so that all of your kind to come willrecall that humankind are not alone in the perpetration ofatrocity. If my husband and my children - indeed, if myfamily that serves as my hive must lose me in retributionfor the treaty of the Assembly, then at least my heart'sintentions must survive in the hive mind of my killers.'

- A buzz of noise met her statement. Mara yielded toreckless, icy resolve. 'This is my last bequest! Honor itas my death wish, or may the gods curse your kind untothe ending of time for perpetrating the very injustices youdeplore in us!'

 

'Silence!' The command rocked the chamber, reverberatingoff the crystal dome with force enough to deafen.Cringing from the sheer volume of the sound, Mara tooka second to realise that the command did not arise fromthe tribunal but came instead from a cho-ja magician thathad materialised out of nowhere at the chamber's centerIts wings were deployed to full extension, and its markingswere complex enough to lose the eye in dizziness. It stalkedtoward Mara, hard turquoise eyes like the ice that sheathedthe distant mountains. When it halted before the Lady, itsstance was menacing.

 

'Give me your token,' it demanded.

 

Mara offered the object, certain she could not have doneotherwise even had she been of a mind to resist. There wasmagecraft in the cho-ja's tone that compelled response fromher flesh.

 

The cho-ja mage scooped up the token with a touchthat barely grazed her skin. Ready with an appeal shehad no chance to deliver, Mara was startled by a blindingflash. Light enveloped her, densely implacable as suffocation,and when her senses recovered from the shock

of spell-craft, the domed chamber of the tribunal wasgone, swept away as though it had never been. Shefound herself resumed to the hexagonal cell, windowlessand doorless as before, but now the stone floor wasscattered with colored cushions and a pair of Tsurani-stylesleeping mats. On the nearest of these crouched Lujan,his head resting in his hands, and his mien one of totaldespair.

 

At his Lady's arrival he started to his feet and gave awarriors obeisance. His bearing might be correct to thelast detail, but hopelessness lingered still in his eyes.

'You have heard what is to become of us?' he asked ofMara. There was a whipsnap of fury in his tone.

The Lady sighed, too discouraged to speak, and unwilling
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to believe that she had come all this distance to besummarily consigned to an unjust kite.

 

'Did they ask your last bequest before they read yoursentence?' Lujan asked Mara.

 

Numbly she nodded; and between hopelessness and grief,she thought of one small detail that offered comfort: thecho-ja of Chakaha had not read her sentence. Somehow thetoken and the disruption caused by the reappearance of thecho-ja mage had interrupted the formal proceedings.

Unwilling to read hope into that small anomaly, Maramade conversation. 'What did you ask for, as your lastbequest?'

 

Lujan gave back an ironic smile. As if nothing werewrong, he offered his hand and helped Mara down toa more comfortable seat amid the cushions. 'I did notask,' he allowed. 'I demanded. As is a warrior's rightwhen condemned by the state for crimes committed byhis master, I claimed death by single combat.'

Mara raised her eyebrows, too sober to be amused, butwildly seizing upon the implications of this development.Right of death by combat was a Tsurani custom! Whyshould these Chakaha cho-ja honor such a tradition? 'Didthe tribunal that judged you grant your bequest?'

Lujan's crooked grin of irony told her as much, beforehe answered, 'At least I shall have the opportunity to chopat some chitin before they have my head.'

 

Mara stifled an inopportune rise of hysterical giggles athis vehemence. 'Who have the Chakaha cho-ja selected astheir champion?'

 

Lujan shrugged. 'Does it matter? Their warriors all lookthe same, and the hive mind most likely ensures that theyare of equal ability. The only satisfaction I may have is thatI will be chopped to pieces in combat before their headsmangets his chance to cut my neck.' He loosed a bitter laugh.'Once I would have considered such a death in your service
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to be a warrior's honor, and the paeans that would havegreeted me upon my entrance to Turakamu's halls wouldhave been the only reward I desired.' He fell silent, as if indeep thought.

 

Mara ventured conclusion of his statement for him. 'Butyour concept of honor has changed. Now a warrior'sdeath seems meaningless beside the opportunities offeredby life.'

 

Lujan turned a tortured glance to his Lady. 'I could nothave summed up so neatly, but yes. Kevin of Zun openedmy eyes to both principles and yearnings that the Tsuraniway can never answer. I have seen you dare to challengethe course of our entire culture, as no male ruler might havedone, for fear of ridicule by his peers. We are changed, Lady,and the Empire is poised on the brink of change with us.' Heglanced around, as if to savor what life was left to him. 'Icare not for my own life; who have I to mourn after me whowill not soon follow me into death when we fail?' He shookhis head. 'It is the frustration of losing any opportunity tosomehow . . . pass along what we have reamed, that theseinsights will not perish with us.'

 

Mara spoke insistently to cover her own pang of fear.'Hokanu will be left, and our children, to carry on afterus. They will somehow rediscover what we have, and finda way to act without blundering into this cho-ja trap.' Shelet out a long sigh. Looking at her old companion, she said,'My largest regret, most strangely, is that of a wife and awoman. I'm everlastingly sorry that I cannot return to makepeace with Hokanu. He was always the soul of sensitivity

and reason before: something of importance must haveprompted his behavior toward Kasuma. I maligned himunfairly, I think, by accusing him of a prejudice his naturewould not allow. Now it's too late to matter. I must die withthe question unasked that could restore our understanding.Why, when I could easily bear another child that is male, did
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Hokanu act so aggrieved when he learned that his firstbornwas a daughter?'

 

Her eyes sought Lujan's in appeal. 'Force Commander,you are a man who understands the game between sexeswell, or so I have been informed through kitchen gossip.The scullions never tire of describing the serving girls andladies of the Reed Life who languish for your company.'She gave a wry smile. 'Indeed, if they are to be believed,there are droves of such women. How is it that a husbandas wise as Hokanu should not be gladdened by the birthof a healthy, unblemished daughter?'

 

Lujan's demeanor softened, very near to pity. 'Lady, didHokanu never tell you?'

 

'Tell me what?' Mara demanded sharply. 'I was harshwith my husband, and bitterly outspoken. So deeply did Ibelieve his behavior was in the wrong, I drove him fromme. But now I regret my hard-heartedness. Maybe Kamliotaught me to listen more carefully. For like these cho-ja ofthe Thuril territories, I condemned my husband withoutever asking his testimony.'

 

Lujan stood a moment looking at her. Then, as if reachingsome decision, he folded to his knees before her. 'Godsforgive me,' he murmured softly, 'it is not my right to breakconfidence between a Lord and his wife. But tomorrow wewill die, and I have always been your loyal officer. LadyMara, I would not have you pass this life without theunderstanding you desire. Hokanu was stricken with agrief, but he would never have spoken of its cause, evenhad you returned and begged to hear. But I know whatsorrow afflicted him. I was in the chamber when the healerof Hantukama informed your husband of what he, in hiskindness, swore he would never reveal to you: that afterthe poisoning by the tong that cost you your unborn babe,you should bear but one more child. Kasuma was your lastissue. Hokanu kept the secret because he wished you to
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hold the hope of another pregnancy. His daughter is ajoy to him, never doubt, and his consecrated heir for theShinzawai mantle. But he knows, and is saddened, that youwill never give him the son he longs for in his heart.'

Mara sat stunned. Her voice came out small. 'I ambarren? And he knew?' The full import of Hokanu'scourageous resolve struck her, sharp as the most stingingthorn. He had been raised motherless and his blood fatherhad been taken beyond reach by the Assembly of Magicians;Hokanu's whole world had been one of male camaraderie,with his uncle, who became his foster father, and his cousin,who became a brother. This was the root of his longingfor a son.

 

But he was also a man of rare sensitivity and appreciationfor the company of intellectual minds; where another Lordwith less heart would have taken on courtesans as hisgods-given male right, Hokanu had loved her for hermind. His craving for equality in companionship hadbecome realised in marriage to a woman with whom hecould share the most inspirational of his ideas. He spurnedthe usage of concubines, the company of women of the ReedLife, the pleasures to be found with bought creatures likeKamlio. ~

 

Now Mara understood how he had been faced with achoice abhorrent to him: to take another woman to his bed,one that meant nothing beyond her capacity to conceive andbreed, or to go without a son - to forgo the fraternity hehad shared with his adoptive father, his brother, and Justin,whom he had given back to Mara for the sake of Acomacontinuance.

 

'Gods,' Mara all but wept. 'How stone-hearted I havebeen!'

 

Instantly Lujan was beside her, his strong arm supportingher shoulder. Mara sagged against him. 'Lady,'he murmured in her ear, 'you of all women are not
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insensitive. Hokanu understands why you reacted as youdid.'

 

Lujan held her as a brother might, in undemandingcompanionship, as she ran through all the details to thehalf-painful, half-hopeful conclusion that if she died here,her beloved Hokanu would have Kasuma for his heir, andfreedom to take another wife to bear him the son he longedfor. Mara clung to that thought. At last, to escape her ownwoes, she said, 'What of you, Lujan? Surely you do notcontemplate the leaving of this life without regrets?'

Lujan's fingers stroked her shoulder with a rough tenderness. 'I do have one.'

 

Mara turned her head and saw that he seemed to bestudying the woven patterns of the cushions. She did notpress for his confidence, and after a moment he gave awry shrug.

 

'Lady, it is strange how life shows us our follies. AlwaysI have enjoyed the favors of many women, but never heldthe desire to marry and be content with one.' Lujan staredfixedly, self-conscious, but oddly freed from embarrassmentby the fact that with the dawn, he must face an ending of life,an ending of dreams. The nearness of his accounting withTurakamu lent them both the solace of honesty. 'Always,I told myself, my roving ways were the result of myadmiration for you.' Here his eyes flashed toward herin a glance of truthful adoration. 'Lady, there was muchabout you for a man to appreciate, and a toughness thatmade other women seem . . . if not lacking, then at leastsmaller of stature.' He made a tight gesture of frustrationat the inadequacy of words. 'Lady, our journey into Thurilhas taught me to know myself too well, I think, for easeof mind.

 

Mara raised her eyebrows. 'Lujan, you have never beenless than the exemplary warrior. Keyoke overcame hisdistrust of grey warriors to choose you above others to fillhis former post as Force Commander In these late years Ibelieve that you have come to hold as much of a place inhis heart as Papewaio did.'

 

'Now, there is a tribute.' Lujan's lips quirked toward asmile, and then hardened. 'But I have been less than honestwith myself, now that my spirit lies near to its reckoning. Iam sorry, this night, that I never found any woman to sharemy hearth and home.'

 

Mara regarded the bent head of her Force Commander.Recognising that in some manner Lujan wished to unburdenhimself, very gently she said, 'What kept you fromstarting a family and raising children?'

 

'I outlived my master of the Tuscai,' he admitted witha tightness in his throat. 'The misery of a grey warriorcannot be described, for his life is outside society. I was ayoung man, strong, and skilled in arms. And yet there weremoments when I very nearly did not survive. How would achild or a woman fare, were they to be left houseless? I sawthe wives and children of my fellow warriors driven awayas slaves, forever to wear grey and answer to the needs ofa master who cared little for their comfort.' Lujan's voicesank almost to a whisper. 'I see now that I was afraid thatsomeday those children would be mine, and my womanbecome some other man's to use as he chose.'

 

Now Lujan looked his mistress squarely in the face. Therewas an unnerving depth to his eyes, and a ring to his voiceas he added, 'How much simpler it was to admire you fromafar, Lady, and guard your life with my own, than to livethe possibility of the nightmare that even yet wakens mesweating from my sleep.'

 

Mara reached out and touched his hands, then kneadedthem until they relaxed their furious grip. 'Neither you nor

any unborn child of yours will ever in this turn of the Wheelgo masterless,' she said softly. 'For I very much doubt thateither of us will escape this prison with our lives.'
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Now Lujan did smile, a strange serenity to his bearingthat Mara had never seen. 'It has been my pride to serveyou, Lady Mara. But if we do live past tomorrow's dawn, Iask a boon of you, that you command me to find a wife andmarry! For I think that with the magicians as your enemy,such straits as these might easily be repeated, and if I amto die in your service, I should prefer not to face the DeathGod with the same regret in my spirit a second time!'

Mara regarded him with a smile of deep affection. 'Lujan,knowing you as I do, I doubt I shall have to command youto do what is clearly in your heart to do. But, we must winpast tomorrow's dawn.' Crossing her arms as if to ward offcold, she said, 'We must sleep, brave Lujan. For tomorrowwill come.'
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Sleep was impossible.

 

Since her strangely intimate exchange of confidences withLujan, Mara felt no urge to converse. The Acoma ForceCommander had shown no indication to sleep and settledcross-legged on his mat. The cho-ja had confiscated hisarmor along with his sword. Left the padded underrobedesigned to protect his skin from chafing, he looked bothundressed and vulnerable. Battle scars normally concealedby his raiment were exposed, and although he was asfastidious as any Tsurani officer, his last opportunity fora bath had been in an icy river current while enduringThuril jibes. His clothing was greyed with dirt, and hishair spiked up into whorls from long hours under hishelm. Muscled as he was, he seemed somehow diminishedwithout his trappings and officer's plumes.

 

Looking at him, Mara was forced to recognise his humanside, his maleness that would never know fatherhood, andthe incongruously tender comfort he had given with handsbetter accustomed to the grip of a killing sword. As if hiscoming fate held no consequence, he meditated peacefully,his soldier's discipline forcing worries aside to husbandstrength against demands of battle.

 

Mara, despite every training of the mind garnered in theTemple of Lashima, was left without such solace. This timeher mind found ease in ritual; if she was not feeling regret forloved ones who had been lost, she felt rage against an intolerantfate that condemned her to failure in protecting thosestill alive. Try as she might, her thoughts could not be forcedto subside toward anything approaching tranquillity.
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The ignominy of imprisonment without any way tocontact her captors left her galled. The magical chambereffectively sealed the condemned away from all other livingbeings. Sourly, Mara wondered whether even gods couldhear prayer in such a place. And with no windows, noreven the sounds of outside activity, the minutes dragged.Darkness itself would have carried a blessing of change,but the cho-ja globe drifted always, its light stark andconstant.

 

The dawn would come, inevitably.

 

And yet for all the creeping agony of waiting, daybreak':caught Mara unprepared. Her racing, trapped thoughtsstill circled, repeatedly reviewing events and questioningwhether this action, or that word, or that decision differently handled might have won them alliance and freedom.Her futile pondering left her with a crushing headache.With the flashing magical whirl of light that signaled thedissolution of their prison, Mara felt tired, and depressed.

A double-file guard of cho-ja marched forward to takecustody of the condemned. Mara retained enough presenceof mind to rise and cross to where Lujan waited, awake andalready on his feet.

 

She took his dry hands into her own clammy ones. Thenshe regarded his expressionless face and intoned the ritualwords, 'Warrior, you have served in highest honor. Youhave leave from your mistress to claim what death youchoose. Fight well. Fight bravely. Go singing to the hallsof Turakamu.'

 

Lujan sank into a bow. His return courtesy seemed toexhaust the patience of their captors, for cho-ja guardsadvanced and hauled him to his feet. Mara also wasgrasped and tugged away as a herder might drive aneedra calf to slaughter. She lost sight of Lujan as thebodies of cho-ja warriors dosed around her. They allowed'her no chance for protest, but set her on the marchthrough the maze of hallways that riddled the city ofChakaha.

 

She raised her chin high, though pride seemed meaningless.The cho-ja of these lands were not impressed by honor,or courage, nor did they have any care for human dignity.She presumed that very soon she would be greeting thespirits of her ancestors; but not as she had always expected.Here, now, the most glowing of her Tsurani attainments andeven her illustrious title of Servant of the Empire seemedempty. Now she would have traded all for a last glimpseof her children, or one tender embrace from her husband.

Kevin had been more right than ever she knew. Honorwas only a glorified word for emptiness, and no sanereplacement for the promise of continued life. Why had it

taken until now for her to fully understand what promptedthe opposition of the Assembly? And if help to break theirstagnating hold upon Tsuranuanni could not be found here,and these Thuril cho-ja would make no alliance, wherewould Hokanu seek for resources to end the tyranny themagicians so jealously guarded? If there were answers, theymust remain a mystery.

 

The cho-ja guard were indifferent as beings of stone.They moved briskly through the corridors, and acrosstwo catwalks that sparkled like glass. Mara regardedthe clear sky, never so green and fresh before now. Shesmelled the fragrance of rich earth and jungle greenery,threaded through with the perfumes of tropical flowers;and on the breeze she drew in the scent of ice carriedon the winds from the mountain peaks. She drank inthese pleasures of life, and also the beauty of Chakaha'stracery of towers. She walked, bathed in colored arrowsof light caused by sunbeams that shone through thetowers, and her spirit shrank from the senseless endto come, the giving up of all hope, and the end of alldreams.
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Too soon, the cho-ja guard escorted her into the translucentpurple dome where the tribunal had judged her theday before. Now there were no officials present, not evenscribes. The chamber was occupied by the spindly presenceof a single cho-ja mage. It stood in a domed alcove. Uponthe marble floor at its feet was a scarlet line that describeda perfect circle.

 

Mara recognised the figure's significance. Set to a diameterof twelve paces, with a simple symbol scribed at eastand west, where two warriors would stand confronting eachother, she beheld the Circle of Death, traditionally drawnwithin the Empire for time out of mind. Here would twowarriors battle until one lost his life in the ancient riteof challenge that Lujan had chosen in place of honorlessexecution.

 

Mara bit her lip to hide an unseemly apprehension. Shehad once stood to witness a husband's ritual suicide withless trepidation in her heart. For then she had regretted thewaste of a young man whose own family's neglect had lefthim open for her exploitation. That indeed had been thefirst moment when the Game of the Council had shownitself to be less than a rigid code of honor and more alicense to indulge any excuse to exploit another human'sfaults. Now honor itself seemed empty.

 

Mara beheld Lujan, standing between the cho-ja guardson the opposite side of the room. She knew him well enoughto read his stance, and she saw, with a terrible pang, thatthe human warrior who would take up his weapons to dieno longer subscribed to the beliefs he had been raised in.He valued the esteem he might gain in the Red God's hallsfar less than the lost chance to marry and rear children.

To Mara, Lujan's challenge to combat was a tragicand meaningless gesture. The honor he might win forhis shade was like the fool's gold that Midkemian swindlersfoisted upon the unsuspecting merchant. And yetthe charade would be played through to its senselessconclusion.

 

Lujan was both more and less than the grey warrior shehad rescued from masterless oblivion in the mountains.Guilt for her own responsibility in that change closedher throat. She had difficulty breathing, far less holdingherself expressionless and erect as a- noble Tsurani Ladymust in public.

 

The cho-ja mage waved a forelimb, and an attendantscurried into view, bearing Lujan's confiscated weaponsand the plain, unmarked armor he had worn into Thuril.Not without disrespect, it crouched and deposited the gearat the warrior's feet.

 

'Our hive has no knowledge of the manner of usage ofthese protections,' intoned the cho-ja mage, which Marainterpreted as an apology that the worker could not offerLujan the courtesy of helping him arm.

 

On impulse, she stepped forward. 'I will assist my ForceCommander.'

 

Her words echoed across the dome. But unlike in a gatheringof humans, no cho-ja present turned its head,, Only themage twitched a forelimb to permit Mara to cross to Lujan'sside. She bent and selected one of his greaves from the floor,then flashed a glance at his face. By the slight arch to hisbrows, she saw he was surprised at her gesture, but alsosecretly pleased. She gave him a surreptitious half-smile,then bent to lace on the first of his accoutrements. Shedid not speak. He would understand by her unprecedentedbehavior how highly he was regarded by her.

 

And in truth, the handling of armor was not unknownto her. She had girded on Hokanu's sword many times, andbefore him, her first Lord Buntokapi's; and as a child, shehad played at adult behavior with her brother, Lanokota,when he had carried his wooden practice sword to workoutswith Keyoke.
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Lujan gave her a nod to indicate that she had the lacingsright - tight enough to bind, but not so much that theywould restrict his movement. She finished with the heavy,laminate sword that had more than once stopped enemiesat her door. When the last buckle of the sword belt wasclasped, she arose and touched Lujan's hand in farewell.'May the gods ride your blade,' she murmured, which wasthe ritual phrase one warrior might say to another whosallied forth, expecting to die.

 

Lujan touched her hair, and tucked a drifting strandback behind her ear. The familiarity might have beenan impertinence, had Lujan not come to hold the placeof her dead brother in her heart. 'Lady, feel no sorrow.Had I the choices of my youth to make over, I

would live them all again.' His mouth quirked with aghost of his old insolence. 'Well, maybe not quite allThere were the instances of an unwise wager or two,and then the fat madam of that brothel whom I onceinsulted . . .'

 

The cho-ja mage rapped a hind limb upon the pavingwith a sound like the crack of a mallet. 'The time appointedfor the combat is at hand!' it intoned, and at no otherdiscernible signal, one of the cho-ja guard advanced to theedge of the circle.

 

It waited there, its bladed forelimbs shining in the softlight under the dome.

 

Lujan flashed Mara his most insouciant grin, thensobered, his mien as taut as any time he had waitedpoised for battle. Without a look back, or any sign ofregret, he walked to the circle and took his place on theside opposite his cho-ja opponent.

 

Mara felt alone and vulnerable. Uneasily she noticed thather cho-ja guard had closed the space she had crossed; theynow stood arrayed at her back, as if prepared to block herretreat, or any other desperate move she might attempt.
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Her knees shook. It embarrassed her that even that smallweakness showed.

 

She was Acoma! She would not flee her fate, nor wouldshe demean Lujan by shirking her place at the circle's edge.Still, when the cho-ja mage intoned the procedure, that atits signal both Lujan and the cho-ja warrior appointed toface him should cross within the line and commence thecontest, the Lady fought back an overpowering wish toclose her eyes, to shut from view the petty striving thatwas all Lujan might claim for his epitaph.

 

Lujan gripped his sword. His hand was firm, and his sinewsdid not quiver from apprehension. Nervousness seemed tohave fled him, and indeed, to Mara's eyes he seemed moreassured than before other forays in the past. This battle wasto be his last, and that knowledge eased him. Here, on theedge of the circle of challenge, there were no unknowns toworry over: the outcome of this fight would be the samewhether he fought well or not, whether he won or he lost.He would not leave the circle alive. To wish events had beenotherwise was a waste of his strength, and a lessening of thecourage he had been born and raised to exhibit. Accordingto the creed of the Tsurani warrior, he had let no one down.He had served his mistress well and fully; he had neverturned his back on any foe. By all that he had been taughtto believe, his death by the blade here was a fitting thing,the culmination of honor that was more sacred to the godsthan life itself.

 

Quiet in his readiness, Lujan inspected his sword edge onelast time for flaws. There were none. He had drawn it for

nothing but sharpening since departure from Tsuranuanni.

Then all considerations were ended as the cho-ja magespoke out. 'Hear me, combatants. Once the line of thecircle is crossed, the ward of its making will activate. Tostep over the line again, either from within, or if another
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should try to intervene from without, will bring death. Theterms of battle shall be according to Tsurani tradition: eitherthe condemned shall die in combat inside the circle, or if heproves the victor, he shall be permitted to choose the hand ofhis executioner. I, mage of the city-state of Chakaha, standas the witness that these proceedings require.'

Lujan gave the cho-ja mage a crisp salute. The cho-jawarrior he was to fight gave no acquiescence at all beyond achange in stance, from a position of rest to the angled crouchthat signaled its readiness to charge. Beads of reflected lightglanced off the knife-sharp edges of its forelimbs, and itseyes sparkled inhumanly. If pity and regret were part of thehive mind, such emotion was not reserved for the fightingarm of its society. The cho-ja warrior held but one directive:to do battle and to kill. In Tsurani conflicts, Lujan had seencompanies of the creatures turn a battlefield into a butchery,for unless the weather was cold, the speed and reflexes ofa human warrior were inferior. At best, he judged by thehumid air that wafted through this chamber, he might getin a few parries before his body was diced up. His passageto Turakamu would be quick and almost painless.

His mouth tipped into a ghost of a crooked grin. If hewas lucky, he would be drinking hwaet beer with his oldfriend Papewaio in Turakamu's halls before sundown.

'Cross the line and commence on my signal,' intoned thecho-ja mage; and it stamped its hind limb against the floorwith a sound like the chime of a gong.

 

Lujan's levity faded. He sprang into the circle, barelyaware of the red flare of heat at his back that spelled theactivation of the death ward. The cho-ja warrior came onwith all of the speed he had anticipated, and he barelycompleted three steps before his guarding blade clashedinto chitin. Against this foe his peril was doubled, forcho-ja possessed two forearms with which to sally andchop at him. He, with his longer blade, had the betterreach; and that humans were more naturally inclined totwo-legged stance meant he could sometimes snatch theadvantage of height as well.

 

But the Cho-ja was superbly armored. Only a lungewith the point or the most hefty of two-handed chopscould wreak any damage through chitin. Their joints weretheir sole point of vulnerability, yet too often their speedprecluded tactics. Lujan parried and parried again. Hisfootwork stayed light to deflect the cho-ja's double-sidedattack. He squinted, circled, and spun his blade in thetight-knit forms proven over time to best defend againsta cho-ja opponent. Blade dashed with chitin as he tested:the creatures usually had preferred sides. The right limb

might tend more to guard, while the left was cultivatedfor attack. Sword and bladed forelimbs whirled in deadlydance. Lujan became aware of a stickiness to his grip;exertion had set him sweating. Inwardly he cursed. Once theleather wrappings of his sword hilt became saturated, theywould loosen. His hold might slip, making his bladeworksloppy. And against a cho-ja adversary, even the slightestchange of angle must be fatal. The strength behind theirblows was such that a direct hit on the outer curve of alaminate Tsurani sword could shatter its cutting edge.

Lujan beat back another attack, snapped straight as theguard limb of the cho-ja effected a stroke that would havesevered him at the knees. His leap back saved him fromharm, but a burning sensation in his heel as he landedwarned how near to the edge of the ward circle his evasivemaneuver had carried him. He feinted, used a disengagethat Kevin the barbarian had taught him, and was nearlyfatally surprised when his stroke rasped across chitin andsnicked the edge of a leg joint.

 

The cho-ja warrior hissed and clattered back, its clawsstiffened with alarm.

 

And Lujan was nearly taken in the neck by its return
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stroke, so unprepared for his small success that he haddangerously overextended. He half turned on reflex andcaught a glancing slice in the shoulder that peeled througharmor and grazed enough flesh to sting cruelly. The parryhe barely brought up to deflect the guard limb jarred himdown to his sandals.

 

It took the spinning leap of an acrobat to escape frombeing cornered. He ducked away from the milling whirlof the cho-ja's attack, desperately aware of his peril. Heneeded to catch his breath. The fight would give him nochance. As his toughened hide blade crashed together withchitin again, he used his bracer to deflect the guard blade,while the attack blade whistled for his throat. He lunged,trusting impetus to carry him inside the arc of the cho-ja'smain thrust. he hit its jointed forelimb on the unbladedinside of the elbow and it folded, its sharpened side deflectedharmlessly against the back plate of his armor.

The blow still had force enough to wind him. Lujandanced back a half-step, to bring his blade back in play,while the cho-ja warrior huffed in astonishment. Lujanfollowed with the classic riposte, and his curved swordstabbed in at the juncture where a mid-limb joined itsthorax. The cho-ja scrabbled back, wounded. Its mid-legwas no longer neatly folded, but dragged, limp at itsside. Caught in wonderment that his attack had gonethrough, Lujan felt the dawn of revelation: these cho-jawere unexperienced at fighting humans! They were wellenough schooled to combat the ancient forms of Tsuraniswordsmanship that they had faced in ages past. But theshutdown of information across the borders must haveprohibited any experience with the innovations that hadfollowed the Tsurani treaty. The newest refinements ofbladework introduced by the wars with Midkemia, andstyled on their barbarian way of fencing, had never beenencountered by the hives outside the Empire. Chakaha's
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warriors held to the old ways, and despite their superiorspeed, despite their double-bladed style, a Tsurani humanheld an advantage: his newer techniques were not predictable,and Lujan had drilled against cho-ja warriors inthe past.

 

Thought during battle slowed the warrior; Lujan tooka cut to his calf and another to his forearm behind hisleft-hand bracer. Despite his wounds, he realised that thecho-ja was holding back. Perhaps it was the tiniest bithesitant because of Lujan's unorthodox attack patterns,because either one of its blows could as easily have loppedoff a limb. Something had caused it not to follow throughwith its full strength and capability.

 

Lujan paid special heed to his footwork, which wasparamount to the Midkemian style. He slapped the cho-ja'snext stroke aside as he might have dispatched a practicestick, then tried another disengage. To his gratification,the cho-ja retreated, proving his theory that it did notunderstand Midkemian fencing tactics.

 

Lujan grinned in a wild, adrenaline-sharpened exultation.He had crossed practice sticks with Kevin the barbarianmany times and, better than most of his peers, hadmastered the foreign technique. More suited though itwas to a straight sword than to the broader blade his ownculture favored, there were forms a Tsurani swordsmancould execute with good effect. The cho-ja was nowdisadvantaged and uncertain, and for the first instant sinceLujan had claimed his right to challenge, he entertained thehope of victory.

 

He feinted, lunged, and felt his next stroke connect.Grinning wider, he saw a spurt of the milky liquid thatserved the cho-ja as bodily fluid. His opponent droppedbriefly to its unwounded mid-limb as it counterattacked;but four-legged posture was sure sign of a cho-ja preparedto retreat. Lujan lunged for his opening, a clear stroke
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to his foe's neck segment. Never mind that its dyingfollow-through would take him in the heart. His wouldbe the victory, his the first lethal strike. He would gainthe time-honored Tsurani reward of death in battle by anenemy's blade.

 

Yet even as his trained body responded and on ingrainedreflex began the stroke that would end all contention, hismind shied away.

 

What was such a death, if not futile?

 

Had he learned nothing in his years of service to Mara?Would killing this cho-ja, against whom he had no quarrel,achieve one single bit of good toward her goal?

It would not, he saw in a rush of cheated anger. Nothingwould be served, except to confirm Tsurani ways in the hivemind of the cho-ja of Chakaha.

 

What is my life or my death worth? Lujan thought,trapped in a split second between motion. To become thevictorious warrior, no, to kill his opponent out of hand,would serve no living thing: not Mara, not this hive, andnot the captive nation of cho-ja within Tsurani borders.

Gods, he raged in a moment of lacerating inner anguish:I cannot live by the warrior's code alone; and neither canI die by it.

 

His hand followed the heresy of his thoughts. Lujanpulled his stroke.

 

The move was awkwardly timed of necessity, and it costhim. He gained another slash in the thigh, this one deepenough to cripple.

 

Back he stumbled, hopping on his good leg. His cho-jaopponent sensed his weakening resolve. It reared up. Awhirling forelimb sliced down from above, and Lujandeflected the cut, barely. His forehead was laid open tothe bone, and as blood ran down his face and blinded hiseye, he was aware of Mara's stifled outcry.

 

He stumbled back. The cho-ja pursued. He felt hot
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pavement beneath his heel, and knew relief: he hadreached the outermost edge of the circle. If he crossedover, he would die.

 

He would perish anyway, but perhaps not entirely fornothing. His end could still make a point. Even as hisopponent scuttled to finish him, he parried furiously, andcried out to the looming figure of the cho-ja mage whostood yet in judgment over him.

 

'I did not come here to kill! You cho-ja of Chakaha are notthe enemies of my mistress, Lady Mara.' Chitin rang againsthis blade as, desperate to be heard, he parried again. 'I willnot fight any longer against a being she would have fora friend.' He parried again, lunged to drive his opponentmomentarily back, and in that half second of respite, threwdown his sword in disgust. On his good leg, he spun, turninghis back to the killing stroke.

 

Before him glowed the scarlet line of the circle. He wasgrateful, in that arrested moment of time, that he had gothis positioning right: the cho-ja warrior could not cross infront of him without violating the ward spell. If it killed,it must use the coward's stroke, the murderer's cut, andbutcher him from behind.

 

He drew a shuddering breath, eyes raised to the cho-jamage. 'Strike my back, who would be your friend and ally,and see your unjust execution done.'

 

Lujan heard the whistle of the air parted by the cho-jawarrior's bladed forearm. He braced himself, prepared forthe bone-rending finish to its descent. The end was foregoneconclusion. At this point, a man with a sword could not curbinertia and snatch back the stroke as it fell.

But the reflexes of a cho-ja were not human.

 

The blade stopped, soundless and motionless, a hairsbreadthfrom Lujan's neck.

 

The cho-ja mage reared back, its sail-like wings upraisedas if in alarm. 'What is this?' it rang out in what plainly
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served as astonishment. 'You break the tradition of theTsurani. You are a warrior, and yet you give up yourhonor?'

 

Shivering now in the aftermath of nerves and adrenaline,Lujan managed a steady answer. 'What is tradition buthabit?' He shrugged stiffly, feeling the sting of his wounds.'Habits can be changed. And as any Tsurani will confirm,there is no honor in killing an ally.'

 

Blood dribbled into his left eye, obscuring his vision. Hecould not see to tell whether Mara approved of his gesture.A moment later, it did not matter, for the blood left hishead in a rush. His wounded leg gave way, and he faintedand fell with a grinding crash of armor to the floor. Thered circle died in a fizzle of sparks, and the great domedchamber hushed.

 

Lujan wakened to a sharp tingle of pain. He gasped, openedhis eyes, and saw the head of a cho-ja bent within inches ofhis own. He lay on what felt like a couch. Pointy, claw-likeappendages gripped the wounds in his-forearm and thigh,and by the prick of what felt like a needle, he realised hewas being sewn up by a cho-ja worker physician.

While the medicinal skills of the creatures were exemplary,and they did neat, careful work, they had spentlittle time in the art of practicing upon humans. Lujanstifled a second grimace of discomfort, and judged thattheir knowledge was decidedly lacking in the area ofanesthetics. Even on the field, he would have been givenspirits to dull his awareness of the pain.

 

So it was that he took a moment to notice the secondary,more pleasant sensation of small, warm fingers gripping thehand of his unwounded arm.

 

He turned his head. 'Mara?'

 

Her smile met him. She was close to weeping, he saw,but with joy, not sorrow. 'What happened, Lady?'
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Belatedly, he realised they were no longer in the domedchamber of judgment, nor restored to confinement, butwere installed in a beautifully appointed chamber high upin a tower. A window behind Mara showed sky and clouds,and left the Lady awash in bright sunlight. She squeezed hishand in youthful excitement, though in truth this trial hadaged her. The grey shot through her dark hair had grownmore pronounced, and her eyes showed deep crow's-feetfrom prolonged exposure to the weather. And yet neverbefore had her face seemed more beautiful; maturity hadgiven her depths and mysteries impossible to the tracklessface of youth.

 

'Lujan, you have won for the Acoma highest honor,'she said quickly. 'By your act in the circle, you provedto these cho-ja of Chakaha that Tsurani tradition isnot the all-consuming way of life they believed it tobe. For ages they have seen Tsurani demonstrate a lie.They understood all I said, even knowing through theirmagic that I believed in my convictions, but their ownpast taught that such displays of peaceful ways were butpreludes to more violence and betrayal.'

 

She took a deep breath of relief. 'You have won usreprieve, through your courage and innovation. Youractions lived as one with my words and convinced themthat perhaps we are different from our ancestors. Thecho-ja mage in attendance was astonished by your act,and was convinced to review the memory stone left to usby Gittania. On it were records of my meeting with the hiveQueen on the old Acoma estates, and her entreaty made animpression.'

 

'Our sentences are rescinded? We're to go free?' Lujan

gasped out, as he could when the cho-ja physician pausedin its labors.

 

'Better than that.' Mara's eyes glowed with pride. 'Weare to be given safe passage through Thuril to our ship,

608

 

Mistress of the Empire

 

and with us when we return to Tsuranuanni will travel twocho-ja mages. The city-state of Chakaha has decided it willaid us, in the hope that the liberation of the Tsurani cho-jamay be accomplished by the Emperor. I have pledged touse my office to intercede; I am almost certain that once Iexplain to Ichindar the truths we have learned, he cannotsay no.'

 

'Gods!' Lujan exclaimed. 'Everything we could haveasked for has been granted.' He was so excited he forgothis hurts and attempted to move.

 

At this, the cho-ja physician said, 'Lady Mara, thiswarrior's wounds are severe. Excite him not, for he mustrest for several weeks if his leg is to heal as it should.'Black, faceted eyes swiveled toward Lujan. 'Or would theestimable Force Commander prefer to limp?'

 

Lujan felt suddenly flooded with strength, and he laughed.'I can be patient while my body repairs itself. But not sopatient that I can stay in bed for weeks on end!'

He rolled his head on the pillow, warmed afresh byMara's smile. 'Rest you easy,' his mistress commanded.'Never mind the delay. Word will be sent back to Hokanuby way of the Thuril settlements, and from thence, withthe traders overseas. For we have time now, Lujan. Andwhile your wounds are knitting, I shall prevail upon ourhost hive to show us wonders.'
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The barge left the shore.

 

Mara leaned on the rail and drew a deep breath of thewarm breeze. The familiar smell of dank earth, fresh lakewater, wet planking, and the slight taint of sweat from theslaves who manned the oars made her shiver. Home! Inscarcely another hour, she would reach the estates. Shesavored the heat of the sun on her flesh.

 

This was the first glimpse of sky and daylight she had hadsince a stealthy night debarkation from Coalteca, and weeksof underground travel across the Empire by cho-ja tunnels.For the cho-ja mages had confirmed what heretofore hadbeen her surmise: that the Assembly of Magicians couldnot spy through the dark earth. What transpired in thecho-ja tunnels lay beyond their ability to scry, a difficultconcession at the time of the treaty. And so her band ofpicked warriors, her servant Kamlio, and the two Chakahacho-ja had thus proceeded to reenter the Empire in secret.

This they had accomplished with neither permission norhelp from the local cho-ja who dwelt there, lest harboringthe Chakaha mages in any fashion void the terms of thetreaty. The mages' presence was shunned with scrupulousprecision, so that none of the Empire cho-ja could claim tohave seen them pass or to have known of their existence.Mara's request that all cho-ja vacate the tunnels beforeher until after she had passed had been accepted withoutquestion by the Tsurani cho-ja Queens. They might suspect,but they could answer truthfully they had no knowledge ofwhat Mara attempted.

 

As a result of near-total isolation, Mara felt distressinglyuninformed. Only a few scraps of news were given her bythose cho-ja workers she encountered while waiting for theanswer from the local Queen that she might pass throughthe hives unobserved; the only important information wasthat a Great One yet maintained surveillance over theentrance of the Red God's temple in Sulan-Qu, waitingfor her to break her seclusion.

 

That might have been amusing, had it not revealed herdanger. Even after the passage of months, that any memberof the Assembly, however minor, still should deem such awatch to be necessary meant her next few actions mustbe well plotted and executed without flaw; she felt in herbones that only her unique rank was keeping her alive, forcertainly some members of the Assembly must be at theend of their patience.

 

Mara had dared not pause to establish contact withArakasi's network of agents along the way. The paceshe had set to reach the Empire's heartland had beenrelentless. As she had not cared to risk her own exposure,or to compromise the hives that gave her shelter, she hadno way to determine how Jiro might have spent the monthsof her absence. She did not even know if her husbandhad successfully dealt with his dissident cousins and denrivals who had ambition to upset his inheritance. Marahad learned only moments before from workers on thedocks that Hokanu had returned to their lakeside estates,and that the Lady Isashani had teasingly tried to pair himoff with a concubine who had in some way failed to pleaseone of her dead husband's many bastards. Hokanu hadsent a charming refusal. Although in such social gossipMara could find no implication of threat, she askedout of caution for the foreign mages to stay closetedwithin an unused chamber in the hive nearest to theestate. With them she left two warriors to attend theirneeds, and these bound strictly to secrecy. They wouldemerge to forage only at night, and would not divulgetheir duties to any of the Acoma patrols or local cho-ja.Mara gave the soldiers a paper affixed with her personalchop as Servant of the Empire, instructing anyone that thetwo soldiers should be permitted to go their way withoutquestion. Such precaution would give no protection fromher adversaries, but it would prevent friends or allies fromblundering into her secret.

 

Mara leaned into the breeze and faintly smiled. Shehad much to tell Hokanu! The wonders she had seenduring Lujan's convalescence in Chakaha defied rationaldescription, from the exotic flowers the cho-ja workerscultivated that bloomed in combinations of colors not seenanywhere else, to the rare liquors distilled from red-beehoney and other elixirs that they traded with their easternhuman neighbors. Within her baggage she had broughtmedicines, some made of molds, others extracted fromseeds or rare mineral springs, that her healers would callmiraculous in their curative properties. She had watchedthe heated forging done in the glass works where theycreated everything from vases to cutlery to building stonethat shone in clear colors like gems.

 

She had watched apprentice mages master their firstspells, and seen the fine scrollwork of patterns appearon their unmarked carapaces. She had watched the mostancient of the mages, who was lined in a maze of colors, athis work. He had shown her visions of the far past, and one,misty with a haze of unresolved probability, that showedthe future as yet unformed. It had looked much like dyesawash in a fishbowl, but sparkling with flecks like goldenmetal. 'If that is my future,' Mara had said laughingly, 'Ishall perhaps die a very wealthy woman.'

 

The cho-ja mage had said nothing in return, but for a

moment his shiny azure eyes had looked sad.

 

Mara could not contain her high spirits. She watcheda flock of marsh birds take flight over the reed beds,and remembered the models that had flown like birds inChakaha, and other living, untamed birds beguiled to singin counterpoint. She had seen animals grow fur in colorsas brilliant as exotic silk. Cho-ja magic held ways for stoneto be spun into fibers and woven, and ways for water to befashioned into braided cable that flowed uphill. Betweentimes she had been feasted with exotic foods and dishesseasoned with spices that were as intoxicating as wine.There existed enough trade possibilities in Chakaha totempt Jican to commit sacrilege, and with excitement akinto any schoolgirl's, Mara longed for her perilous quandarywith the Assembly to be resolved, so that she could resumemore peaceful pursuits. Her problems were not ended, yetin her high spirits she could not help but feel that thingsmust work out in her favor.

 

That mood of frivolous excitement had over-ruled Saric'smore sober advice to remain in the cho-ja tunnels until doseto her estate house. Mara was so homesick for the sightsand smells of Tsuranuanni that she brought her companyaboveground near the lakeshore, and then commandeered abarge from her own Acoma tradesmen to finish her journeyby water.

 

A shadow fell over her. Musing cut short, Mara lookedup. Lujan had crossed the deck and paused at her side.His inspection of her honor guard was complete, andif the armor they wore was unmarked in house colors,their lacquer accoutrements sparkled. Lujan had deducedhis helm with officer's plumes of Acoma green. He movedyet with a limp, but his wound had healed cleanly underthe ministrations of the cho-ja physicians. In time, he wouldrecover fully. At present, his eyes glinted with mischief, andby that Mara knew his excitement equaled her own.

'Lady,' he greeted with a salute. 'Your men are ready fortheir homecoming.' The corners of his mouth bent wrylyupward. 'Do you suppose we'll give the dock sentries afright? We've been gone for so long, they might see ourcolorless armor and think us all spirits returned fromthe dead.'

 

Mara laughed. 'In a way we are.' A second figureapproached and paused on her other side. Sunlight glowedon a mantle of cho-ja silk, patterned by the Chakaha mageswith an intricacy that might be the envy of any of theEmperor's wives. Mara saw a fall of gold hair beneath thehood, and her heart warmed. 'Kamlio,' she greeted. 'Youlook extraordinarily pretty.'

 

In fact, this was the first time Mara or any of the warriorswho had ventured off into Thuril territory had seen the girldress other than plainly.

 

Kamlio lowered her eyelashes in shy silence. But thebuilding embarrassment caused by Lujan's stare of admirationa moment later gave rise to her reluctant explanation.'After our experiences with the Thuril, I reamed to trust myLady's word - that I will not be married off or given to anyman I do not choose.' She gave a self-conscious shrug thatset the colored fringes on her garment flying free in thewind. 'There is no need, here on your estate, to hide intattered clothes.' She sniffed, perhaps with disdain, perhapswith relief. Lujan received a flickering glance that hinted attemper. 'Our men do not steal their wives by raiding, and ifthe Spy Master Arakasi chances to be at the docks, I wouldnot wish him to think me ungrateful for the raised stationbestowed upon me.'

 

'Oho!' Lujan laughed. 'You have come far, little flower,that you speak his name without spitting!'

 

Kamlio tossed back her hood and gave the Force Commandera sultry pout that might have been prelude to a

slap. At least Lujan thought it might, for he raised his handin mock fear to ward off the result of womanly fury.

But Mara interceded, stepping between her officer andthe former courtesan. 'Behave, you two. Or else the docksentries will not mistake you for ghosts, but for miscreantsfit to be sent off for punishment. Doubtless there are enoughdirty latrines in the barracks to keep you both cleaning fora week.

 

When Lujan gave no insolent reply to this threat, Mararaised her eyebrows and looked to see what was amiss. Shefound his levity banished, and his expression as stern as anyhe might wear in the moment before charging into battle,as his eyes turned to the distant shoreline. 'Lady,' he saidin a tone grim as granite, 'something is wrong.'

Mara followed his gaze, her heartbeat accelerated bysudden fear. Across a narrowing strip of water lay thelanding, and the stone walls and peaked cornices of theestate house. at first glance, all seemed tranquil. A traderbarge much like the one her party rode upon lay warpedto the bollards. Bales and boxes lay piled on the dockfrom the offloading, presided over by a tally clerk and twostalwart male slaves. Recruits in half-armor were dashingfrom the practice field, as if they had just finished sparring.Smoke rose in a spiral from the kitchen chimneys, anda gardener raked fallen leaves off a walkway betweencourtyard gardens. 'What?' Mara asked impatiently, butthe answer became obvious as the sun caught and flashedon a sparkle of gold. The anomaly drew her eye, and shesaw the imperial runner who raced away down the laneleading from the great house.

 

Mara's unease crystallised into dread, for such messengersrarely brought good news. No longer did the sweetnessof the breeze offer comfort, or the beauty of the greenhillsides lift the heart.

 

'Bargeman!' she cracked out. 'Get us to shore with allspeed!'

 

A string of orders answered her command, and the rowersbent over their looms in double time. The clumsy traderbarge bored ahead, spray flying in sheets from its bluntbow. Mara restrained an urge to pace in rank impatience.She was paying for her brash impulse now. Had shelistened to Saric's more prudent suggestion and continuedunderground to the hive entrance nearest to the estate, shemight already be getting information from a runner sentto meet her. Now she was powerless to do other thanwatch and wait, while every possible scenario of disasterplayed through her imagination. Kamlio looked terrified,and Lujan sweated in feverish anticipation, lest the troopshe should rightly be commanding be called to the fieldwithout his knowing why. He might be wielding his swordall too soon, Mara thought. Judging by the furious activityon the docks, it was plain that no time could be spared toallow his scars the restful recovery they required.

Already drums boomed from the estate house, the heavy,deep-noted ones that signaled a marshaling of the garrison.'It will be war,' Lujan surmised, an edge to his words.'The rhythm is short, patterned in threes. That codespells a call for total mobilisation, and Irrilandi wouldnever stir his old shanks so fast for less than serioustrouble.'

 

'Keyoke must have shared in that decision,' Mare thoughtaloud. 'Even before he was appointed Adviser for War, hewas not an officer to take extreme measures without reason.If Jiro's hands are presumably still tied by the Assembly,what could have happened? Is it possible some hothead hascalled upon Clan Honor, or worse, that House Shinzawaimight be under attack?'

 

Lujan stroked his sword grip, as miserable with taut

nerves as she. 'We cannot know, Lady, but I cannot shakeoff the hunch that what we see is the beginning of somethingworse.'

 

Mara turned her back to the rail. She found her adviserSaric looking on, and at her tight-lipped silence, he offered,'Should I shake up the barge master to force more speedfrom the rowers?'

 

Her face as pitiless as fine marble, the Lady of the Acomanodded. 'Do so.'

 

The barge was commodiously built to carry cargo, andits lines took unkindly to speed. The increase as the oarslaves applied themselves to ememity was negligible; thebows seemed only to carve up more spray, and the roil ofthe oar strokes raise deeper eddies. Mara saw the bodiesof the rowers run with sweat before many minutes hadpassed. Activities on the docks at the landing intensified,even as she steeled herself to look.

 

The bales and boxes that only minutes before lay spreadout for tallying were now trodden by a massing wedge ofwarriors. The trader barge had been cut loose half-unladen,and the tall' keeper set on board in frantic arm-wavingdismay. He sprang shouting into the stern as a shovefrom a plumed officer carried his craft from the dock.~Two brawny stevedore slaves were all he had left to manthe craft to safe anchorage, and his cries of outrage flew - iacross the water like the yips of fisher birds, soon lost inthe boom of the drums. Like the massing warriors, Marahad little concern for the fate of the clerk and the barge.The length of the shoreside warehouses, great double doorshad opened along the waterline, revealing the wooden railsof the launching ways for the craft stored in the dry sheds. 4:Slaves swarmed in the shadows inside. Out of the dimnessdeployed the Acoma war boats, long double-hulled craftsteadied with outriggers, and planked across their leanlength with archer platforms. More slaves rowed thesetoward the landing, where company after company ofbowmen boarded. As each boat was filled, it pushed offinto the lake, with the outriggers lowered, like a waterbird's great wings dipping to touch the water. Before theoutriggers were fully lashed into place, archers had takenposition along the narrow firing platform along the top ofeach pontoon.

 

Lujan ticked numbers off on his fingers. After countinga dozen boats, and noting the banners that flew at the prowand stern of each, he knew which companies had been calledto action. His conclusion was chilling. 'This is a completedefensive deployment, mistress. An attack must be in theoffing.'

 

Mara's apprehension burned away in a surge of fierceanger. She had not crossed the sea and treated withbarbarians and nearly lost her life in Chakaha to seeall fall to ruin upon her return. She had sent Hokanuword that she was on her way back to the Empire; butdetailed communication was too dangerous, an invitationto enemies to set an ambush should it fall into wrong hands.And when the need of secrecy was past, for her own selfishpleasure she had held out at the moment of reunion in thehope of giving her loved ones a joyful surprise. But therewould be no celebration upon her return. Setting asideboth her anticipation and disappointment, she hardenedher manner and turned to Saric. 'Break out the Acomastandard and let my personal pendant fly beneath. It istime to make our presence known. Let us pray there isone sentry not racing to put on war armor who can carryword of our arrival to Hokanu that his Lady is back onAcoma soil!'

 

The honor guard on the trader barge's decks raised cheersat her brave words, and directly the green banner with itsshatra bird symbol was run up the pole at the stern. Nosooner did it unfurl upon the breeze than an answering cryarose from the shore. One of the tiny figures on the docksidepointed, and there followed a great shout from the armygathered and engaged in boarding. The noise settled into achant, and Mara heard her name called over and over, along

with the title bestowed upon her by the Emperor, Servant ofthe Empire! Servant of the Empire! Her concern nearly gaveway to tears, that her people could raise such a commotionof affection at her return, with dire trouble afoot.

The barge master shouted himself hoarse with franticorders, and slowly his craft was poled into the gap thatopened in haste at the jammed dockside to receive Mara'slanding. A figure in scarred blue armor hurried out fromthe press. Beneath the crested helm that denoted theLord of Shinzawai, the Lady saw Hokanu's face, concernand gladness struggling to burst through proper Tsuranireserve.

 

That her husband wore his scarred, sun-faded battlearmor, and not the decorative ceremonial gear reservedfor state occasions, was sign enough that bloodshed wasimminent, for Lords did not march with their troops forany but a major engagement. Yet after close to a half year ofabsence, and the months and agonies of misunderstanding,Mara paid that detail little heed. She could not pause forformal greeting, but ran forward the instant the gangplankspanned the gap from rail to dock. She rushed like a girlahead of her officers and threw herself headlong into herhusband's arms.

 

As if she had performed no breach in proper manners,Hokanu gathered her dose. 'Gods bless your return,' hewhispered into her hair.

 

'Hokanu,'Mara replied, her cheek pressed to the unyieldingcurve of his breastplate, 'how I have missed you!' Andthen the worries of the moment marred their reunion, killingtheir fleeting surge of joy as she recalled the absence ofher little ones. 'Husband! What passes? Where are thechildren?'

 

Hokanu set her back at arm's length, his dark, worriedeyes seeming to drink in the sight of her face. She was so thinand sunburned and vital! His longing to ask the most simplequestion after her health was painful to read on his face. But

the smothered panic behind her question demanded answer.Urgency warred with Hokanu's native tact, and in the endhe settled for bluntness. 'Justin and Kasuma are safe as yet.They are still in the Imperial Palace, but ill news has come.'He took a quick breath, as much to brace himself as to allowher a moment to prepare. 'My love, the Light of Heaven hasbeen murdered.'

 

Mara rocked back as if physically pushed off balance,but Hokanu's fast grip prevented her from falling backwardinto the lake. Shock drained the blood from her face. Ofall the calamities she had imagined might happen in herabsence, and after all of the perils she had escaped to bringback the Chakaha mages, the death of the Emperor was thelast event she could have anticipated. From somewhere shesummoned enough presence of mind to ask, 'How?'

Hokanu gave an unhappy shake of his head. 'The newsjust came. Apparently an Omechan cousin attended asmall imperial dinner yesterday. His name was Lojawa,and before thirty witnesses, he stabbed Ichindar in theneck with a poisoned table knife. The vial of poisonmust have been hidden in the hem of his robes. A healingpriest was brought within minutes, but help came too late.'Quietly, almost kindly, Hokanu finished, 'The poison wasvery fast.'

 

Mara shivered, stunned. This atrocity seemed impossible!That the slender, dignified man who had sat on the goldenthrone, hag-ridden with worries, and driven nearly todistraction by the quarreling of his many wives, shouldnever again hold audience in his grand hall! Mara mourned.No more-would she offer counsel in the lamplit privacy ofhis apartments, or enjoy the man's gentle and dry wit. Hehad been a serious man, deeply concerned for his people,and often careless of his health under the crushing burdensof rulership. Mara's delight had been to try to make himlaugh, and sometimes the gods had allowed her somesuccess, giving his sense of humor free reign. Ichindar hadnever been the figurehead for her that he had been for themultitudes he had ruled. For all of his grand state, and all ofthe pomp that his office demanded - that he should alwaysseem the image of god on earth to the Nations - he hadbeen a friend. His loss was overwhelming and the worldwas poorer. Had he not seized courage and opportunityand sacrificed his own happiness for the burden of absoluterule, none of the dreams that Mara had journeyed to Thurilto save would ever have grown beyond idle fantasy.

The Lady of the Acoma felt old, too shaken to lookbeyond the horizons of personal loss. And yet the bite ofHokanu's fingers on her shoulders reminded her that shemust. This tragedy would bring terrible repercussions, andif their combined household of Acoma and Shinzawai werenot to sink in the backlash, she had to renew her grasp oncurrent politics.

 

She fixed first on the name Hokanu had mentioned, thatof a total stranger. 'Lojawa?' Dismay cracked her Tsuranifacade. 'I don't know him. You say he is Omechan?' Indesperation, she appealed to her husband, whose adviserswere versed in recent events, and presumably had offeredsome theories. 'What possible motivation could have drivenan Omechan to such an act? Of all the great families thatmight vie to restore the Warlord's office, the Omekan standthe furthest from claiming the power of the white and gold.Six other houses would see their own candidate enthronedbefore the Omechan . . .'

 

'The news just came,' Hokanu repeated, at a loss himself.He gestured to a waiting Strike Leader to continue directingtroops into the boats. Over the stamp of hobnailed battlesandals across the dock, he added, 'Incomo hasn't had timeto make sense of the details yet.'

 

'No, not a Warlord's office,' Saric broke in, too fired bya sudden insight to observe proper protocol.

Mara's eyes swung and locked with his, but she whispered, 'No. You are right. Not a Warlord's office.' Herface went from pale to deathly white. 'The golden throneitself is now the prize!'

 

The stooped, grey-haired figure who elbowed his waythrough the press to Hokanu's side overheard. Incomolooked rumpled, red-eyed; and more shriveled with agethan Mara recalled. The cares of the moment made himquerulously shrill. 'But there is no imperial son.'

Saric spoke fast in correction. 'Whoever takes the handof Ichindar's eldest daughter, Jehilia, becomes the ninety-secondEmperor of Tsuranuanni! A girl barely twelve yearsold is now heir to the throne. Any of a hundred royalcousins who might bring a war host to storm the wallsof the Imperial Palace could try to claim her in marriage.'

'Jiro!' Mara cried. 'This stroke is brilliant! Why elseshould he be studying and building siege engines in secretall these years! This is the plot he must have been workingon all along.' It meant that her children were not just unsafe,but in jeopardy of their lives, for if the Anasati were tobreak into the Imperial Palace with their armies, any childwith both enemies and a tie to the imperial line would beat risk.

 

Interpreting her appalled silence, Saric burst out, 'Gods,Justin!'

 

Mara choked back panic at her adviser's cruel understanding.Even her highest honor now worked against her:as Servant of the Empire, she had been formally adoptedinto Ichindar's family. By law and tradition, her boy waslegitimately of the blood royal. Not only were her issuesubject to royal privilege, but Justin could arguably be a

claimant to the throne as a royal nephew, and Ichindar'sclosest male relation.

 

Jiro would delight in arranging the demise of Justin andKasuma as a normal action in his feud with the Acoma, but
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with the throne as a goal, he would be doubly implacablein seeing Justin dead. Nor would any other candidate forJehilia's hand be inclined toward mercy where a rivalheir might be concerned. Justin was but a boy, and fatal'accidents' could easily happen in time of war.

Mara reined back a terrible urge to shriek curses at thegods for this ugliest twist of fate. She had the Assembly tocontend with all along, but counted on its edict to holdJiro at bay until they were neutralised; but this tragicassassination had placed the lives of her children onceagain in the moil of politics - and had set them down atthe heart of the conflict!

 

Hokanu's eyes betrayed his realisation of the peril, and ahalf-stunned Incomo voiced their worst fears aloud: 'BothAcoma and Shinzawai could be rendered heirless at onestroke.'

 

Awakened to remembrance that such momentous mattersmust not be discussed among troops on the docks, Mararesponded to Hokanu's urging and made her way throughthe surging ranks of warriors toward the great house. In aflat tone of foreboding, she said, 'I see you have mobilisedour home garrison already. For the sake of our children,we must also send runners to our allies and vassals andcommand them to make ready for war.'

 

Hokanu steered her across the threshold with hands thatby some miracle did not tremble. He did not pause to objectthat such a call to arms must certainly draw reaction fromthe Assembly, but in a stony voice said, 'Incomo, see tothis. Send our fastest messengers, and ones who are loyalenough to give their lives in this service.' To Mara he added,'In your absence, I have set up relays of messengers to passbetween here and the Shinzawai estates. Arakasi helped,though he did not approve of the project. It was done inhaste, and requires much manpower, but precaution wasneeded to see our dispatches through without delays. My
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cousin Devacai has caused difficulties enough that he mightas well be acting as one of Jiro's allies.'

 

As Incomo hurried off, his spindly legs pumping beneaththe flapping hem of his adviser's robe, Mara waved forLujan and Saric to stay and give counsel. Spotting Kamliolooking lost as she trailed in their wake, Mara indicatedthat the girl should follow. also.

 

Then her mind returned to the trouble at hand as Hokanuadded, 'Our supporters will be brought to the field in swiftorder. For a while we may be able to hide some of our troopsunder the banners of our allies, but that won't suffice forlong. Gods smile on our cause, and send chaos and dustto confuse the eyes of the Great Ones! It will be a reliefto see an end to this inactivity at last!' His eyes narrowed.'The Anasati have too long avoided Shinzawai revenge forordering my father's assassination.' Then, he paused, andspun Mara into the longer embrace he had withheld inthe public view of the docks. 'My dear, what a terriblehomecoming. You left on your journey to Thuril to avertthe ugliness of war, and now you return to find the Gameof the Council causing bloodshed once again.' He gazeddown at her face and waited, tactfully not inquiring aboutthe success of her mission. ~

 

Mara caught the drift of his unspoken questions, amongthem a wonderment that she no longer seemed to hold hismishandling of Kasuma's birth against him. Her near-brushwith death had reordered her priorities. As if all the worldhad not thrust pending disaster upon their combined house,she murmured answer to the matter that lay closest to herheart. 'I have been told of a certain fact you should haverevealed to me, and at once.' Her lips curved in a sad littlesmile. 'I know I can have no more children. Let that notbe an impediment to your begetting the son you desire.'

Hokanu's brows arose in protest, first, that she seemed

to receive such news with equanimity, and second, because
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the greater significance of her journey had been ignored byher. But before he could speak, Mara added, 'Husband, Ihave been shown wonders. But we must speak of them laterand in private.' She stroked his cheek, and kissed him, andthen, still loving the sight of him, she demanded withoutaverting her eyes, 'Has Arakasi sent any messages?'

'A dozen since you have left, but nothing since yesterday.Not yet, anyway.' Hokanu's hands firmed around her waist,as if he feared she might draw away as the exigencies ofRuling Lady stole her attention.

 

To Saric, Mara commanded, 'Send word through the networkthat I want Arakasi back here as soon as possible.'

Mara turned to see Kamlio standing with a look bothfearful and determined. Whatever she had said to Mara inthe distant mountains of Thuril about dealing with the SpyMaster now vanished with the realisation that he wouldsoon be here. The former courtesan saw Mara's eyes uponher, and she threw herself prone on the floor in the lowliestobeisance of a slave. 'Lady, I will not displease you.'

'Then do not distress Arakasi at this time,' the Ladyreplied. 'For all of our lives may come to depend uponhim. Rise.' Kamlio obeyed and Mara said more kindly,'Go and refresh yourself Gods know, we have endured aharsh journey, and there will be little enough time to rest inthe days to comet' As the girl crept away, Mara said brisklyto Lujan, 'Help Irrilandi finish deploying our warriors, andwhen they are away to their mustering point-' Here shepaused and asked of her husband, 'Which mustering pointdid you designate?'

 

Hokanu gave her a half-smile in which anxiety outweighedamusement. 'We gather on the riverbanks at theedge of the estate, on the assumption that Jiro will float hismain army down the Gagajin. The Assembly cannot faultus for defying any edict if we maneuver within our ownborders. Under clan colors, Shinzawai forces will march
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toward Kentosani from the north, and a mixed garrison ofTuscalora and Acoma forces split off from your estate nearSulan-Qu will march by road to intercept any companiesof traditionalist allies, or Anasati troops that take the slowroute overland.'

 

Mara speculated, 'Jiro would have prepared for thisday.'

 

Lujan expanded her thought. 'The siege engines? Doyou think he has them hidden in the forests south of theHoly City?'

 

'South or north,' said Hokanu. 'Arakasi reports that thelocation of the Anasati engineers is a closely kept secret.Several of the messages he sent in your absence mentiontheir being dismantled and shipped via circuitous routesto points unknown. He also wrote that the saboteurs wesent in with the toy maker's plans have reported back onlyonce. By the code, we can assume all is well, and that theyare in place with the siege engines. But their location hasbeen effectively guarded.'

 

'I would have hidden troops away also, were I inJiro's place,' Mara mused, then finished her last ordersto Lujan before dismissal. 'I want conference with youand Irrilandi before the last boat leaves the docks. We donot know any of Jiro's plan of deployment?' She read thenegative on Hokanu's face, and knew that they shared thesame thoughts that Arakasi's fears might be realised andthat Chumaka's spy network had evolved to surpass theAcoma's. How else could such massive engines be movedwithout observation? Mara went on, 'We can only guess,and design our campaign to match all contingencies.'

While the Acoma Force Commander saluted and hurriedout, Hokanu looked upon his wife in fond exasperation.

'My brave commander of armies, do you think we havebeen idle during your absence?' And he drew her throughthe archway into the scriptorium, where cushions were
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clustered for a council meeting, and a sand table nowreplaced the copy desks. There, shaped of clay, was areplica of Szetac Province, complete with-the arrays ofpins and markers that a tactician would use to representcompanies of warriors in the field.

 

Mara glanced over it. Her body took on a rigid set, andher face became stamped with purpose. 'What I see is adefensive deployment.'

 

Her gaze traveled from the sand table and lingered onSaric, her last adviser still present. She ended with anentreaty directed toward her husband. 'What we soughtto prevent, an all-powerful Warlord, has brought us toa worse pass: there is no High Council to ratify thegirl Jehilia's blood right of ascension to the throne asEmpress. Unless the Assembly itself intervenes, Justin iscaught between the jaws of a coup as a legal claimant;as such, he is a dead puppet, or a sharp weapon thatany dissident contingent can use as an excuse to rip thisland asunder in civil war. Bereft of the council, we cannotappoint a regent to bind the government to stability until therational solution of marriage can reinstate a new Emperorof the line. Even if we had enough loyal supporters in theImperial Precinct to seize control and reconvene the council,we would have deadlock and bickering and murder to makethe Night of the Bloody Swords look like a practice matchbetween companies of green recruits. The violence wouldcontinue until one house emerged strong enough to forcesupport to favor his cause.'

 

Saric looked grim. 'Which cause, mistress? After Ichindar'sboldness in seizing absolute rule, what Lord's ambitionwould be sated with the restoration of the Warlord'stitle?'

 

'You do see.' Mara's words were crisp. 'A ratificationwill not happen. Even with all of our backing, can youimagine a girl of twelve ruling? With Ichindar's pampered
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First Wife as regent? If Lord Kamatsu were still aliveas Imperial Chancellor, perhaps, with our resolve, wemight see a woman where now there is a girl. But ifI read your comments aright, Hokanu, Kanazawai Clansupport has fragmented under pressure from your rivalsand discontented cousins. You hold the office, but notyet the unified den that your father had forged. PossiblyHoppara of the Xacatecas would stand forth as our ally,but Frasai of the Tonmargu is still Imperial Overlord. Feebleold man that he is, he still commands Hoppara's office, andas clan brother to Jiro, if chaos breaks loose I doubt he canhold out for a stalwart and independent course. No, a newcouncil could not stem the bloodshed now. Instead, the firstLord who can take control of the palace will force the prieststo place Jehilia upon the throne, then take her to wife andsee himself anointed Emperor.'

 

Saric concluded, as always, with another question. 'Youbelieve that Jiro was behind the Omechan assassination ofthe Emperor?'

 

But his words went unheard. Hokanu was staring intothe deep eyes of his wife in something close to outrighthorror. He said very quietly, his voice edged with menace,or a note of great pain, 'You are not thinking of defences,Lady. You will not be calling out our troops to join withthe Imperial Whites against the storm that must soon besetKentosani?'

 

'No,' Mare admitted into an icy quiet. 'I will not. If I getto the Holy City first, I mean to attack.'

 

'Justin ?' Saric's voice held a high note of awe. 'You wouldset your son on the throne as Jehilia's husband?'

Mara spun around fast as a cornered beast. 'And whynot?' Her whole body quivered with stressed nerves. 'He isa lawful contender for the divine office of Emperor.' Then,

into the shocked stillness that followed, she cried out inheart-wrung appeal, 'Don't you see? Don't any of you see
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at all? He's just a little boy, and it's the only possible way jto save his life!'

 

Saric's mind had always been nimble. He was the firstto sort the ramifications, and see past Mara's woundingfear. To a stiff-faced Hokanu, he added with no trace ofhis customary tact, 'She's right. Justin alive would pose a Zthreat to any outside faction who took the girl and forcedwedlock. No matter how strong the self-styled Emperor'sarmy, he would draw his enemies to the throne with him. Nopoint of law would be overlooked, and Mara's popularity asServant must force recognition of Justin's adoptive bloodtie. Dissidents would seize upon Justin's cause as a rallyingcry, whether we willed it or no. Others might be willing tokill us all to win the opportunity to put the boy on thethrone as their puppet.'

 

'Civil war Mara sighed, sounding wrung to her verycore. 'If Jiro or any other Lord gains the crown, we wouldhave no Emperor, no revered Light of Heaven, but only amore glorified Warlord. It would be a merging of the worstof both offices, when we would hope to wed the best.'

Hokanu moved suddenly. He caught her shoulders,turned her face into his chest in time to conceal herdissolution into tears, then stroked her in sad gentleness.'Lady, never fear to lose my support. Never fear that.'

Muffled into his warmth, Mara said, 'Then you don'tdisapprove?'

 

Hokanu smoothed back the hair torn loose from herheaddress in the fever of their earlier embrace. His facelooked suddenly lined with care and no small foreboding.'I cannot pretend to love the idea, Lady of my heart. Butyou are right. Justin will make a wise ruler, once he reachesmaturity. And until then, as his guardians, we can continueto reject the atrocities of the Game of the Council andenforce a new stability in the Nations. The people mustall bow before his and Jehilia's combined claim, and thegods know, the unfortunate girl deserves a mate close to herown age and inclinations. She would indeed be miserableas a puppet, wed to a man viciously driven by ambition,as Jiro is.'

 

Then, as if sensing that Ayaki's loss lay very near to thesurface of his wife's thoughts, and that with this chillingthreat to Justin her need for solace at this moment mustoutweigh all other matters, Hokanu lifted his Lady bodilyin his arms. He cradled her tenderly against the breastplateof armor and bore her out of the scriptorium. As he turneddown the corridor in the direction of their bedchamber, hecalled to Saric over his shoulder, 'If you have brought backfrom Thuril some means to stay the hand of the Assembly ofMagicians, pray to the gods it will work. For unless I amtotally mistaken, it must soon be Jiro of the Anasati weface across the field of war.'

 

Once in the privacy of the master suite, Mara pushedimpatiently against Hokanu's cradling embrace. 'So muchto do, and so little time!'

 

Ignoring her struggles, Hokanu bent and laid her downon the sumptuous cushions of their sleeping mat, and onlyhis fighter's reflexes permitted him the necessary speed tocatch her wrists as she immediately tried to shove herselferect. 'Lady, we are not caught unprepared. Arakasi haskept us well informed, Keyoke is a craftier strategist thanyou or I, and Saric will waste no time in giving them wordthat Justin's claim must of necessity be pressed.' As Mara'seyes bored furiously up into his, he gave her an ungentleshake. 'Take an hour! Your people will all be the better forbeing left free of distraction. Let your Force Commanderconsult with Irrilandi and Keyoke and do his job! Thenwhen he has had time to assemble his ideas, we can hold

council, and forge the wisest course between us.'

Mara looked again as if she might crumble. 'You're notworried for your Shinzawai holdings in the north, or yourcousin Devacai's meddling?'

 

'No.' Hokanu was bedrock-firm. 'I inherited Dogondifor Shinzawai First Adviser, remember? My father reliedon him for years, particularly when he was absent fromhome as Imperial Chancellor. Dogondi's as crafty as anyman alive, and with our new messenger relay in place,he will hear of your need for aid in Justin's cause beforesundown tomorrow. Incomo and he have worked togetherlike old cronies. Trust the efficiency of your good officers,Lady. My own servants you have won over shamelesslyNot one who wears Shinzawai blue would do less than givetheir lives for you, but not if you throw your uninformedopinion into their works just now.'

 

Another more violent tremor coursed through Mara'sbody. 'How have I done without you all these months?'she marveled in a voice shaved thin by jangled nerves. 'Ofcourse you are right.'

 

Hokanu felt her relax. When he judged it safe, he releasedher from restraint and waved for a maid to remove her travelclothing. As the woman set about her ministrations, he soonfound he could not resist joining in the unwrapping. As theLady s overrobe came off, and the ties to the underrobe wereloosened, he played his hands along the smooth warmth ofher flesh. 'A bitter homecoming,' he mused.

 

'Not the one I would have chosen, husband. I havemissed you.'

 

The maid attendant might as well have been invisible.

Hokanu smiled. 'And I you.' He reached to unbuckle thefastenings of his breastplate, then lost his concentration ateven so simple a task as the maid let Mara's inner robefall away. The sight of his Lady, even tired and dusty fromthe road, with her hair tumbling loose from its pins, tookHokanu's breath away. She noticed his bemusement andat last managed a smile. Putting her hands over his, shebegan to work the leather straps through the buckles untilhe laid his lips upon hers and kissed her. After that, neithernoticed as the maid took over the task of his undressing,then bowed to master and mistress and softly stole fromthe room.

 

Later, when the couple lay replete with their lovemaking,Hokanu ran his finger gently along the line of Mara'scheek. The light through the screen silvered the streaksof age starting to grow in her black hair, and her skinshowed weathering from the harsher sun of the southernlands. Even as he caressed her, she stirred and murmuredagain, 'There is so much to do, and lime time.'

Mara pushed herself up onto her elbow, a restlessness toher manner that now could not be denied.

 

Hokanu loosened his embrace, knowing he could nothold her. A war waited to be fought, in open repudiationof the Assembly's disapproval; young Justin's life dependedupon the outcome.

 

Yet as Mara did arise, and clapped for her maid to returnto atire her in battle dress, her husband stared after her witha terrible, gnawing poignancy. Hereafter, nothing betweenthem would be the same. Either Jiro would sit on the goldenthrone, and Mara and all he loved would be destroyed; orthey would perish in their attempt to make Justin emperor;

or perhaps most painful of all, Lady Mara would becomeruler of Tsuranuanni. Still, he simply had no choice; for hisown daughter's sake, he must add his knowledge of warand trust that the legendary luck of the Good Servant wouldkeep both them and their children alive. He pushed awayfrom the mat, reached Mara in one stride, and while shehad one arm helplessly caught in the process of her robing,took her face in his hands and gently, lovingly kissed her.Then he said, 'Take time for a bath. I will go ahead of youand take counsel with Lujan and Irrilandi.'

 

Mara returned the kiss, and flashed him a brilliant
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smile. 'No bath would ease me so much as one wecould share.'

 

Hokanu let that cheer him, but as he slipped into hisdiscarded clothes and hurried to the council of war, he couldnot help but recognise that whether they would survive orfall in this full-scale conflict, inevitably their lives wouldembrace change. He could not shake the foreboding thatthe events must force distance between him and the Ladyhe held most dear.

 

25

Assembly

 

Chumaka smiled.

 

He briskly rubbed his hands together as a man might doto warm them, but the day outside his window was hot.What the Anasati First Adviser reacted to was a chill ofdeep excitement. 'At last, at last,' he muttered. He swoopedamid his clutter of papers and correspondence to grab whatlooked to be a nondescript notation of tally marks on acreased scrap of paper. But the markings hid a complexcode, and the imbedded message was precisely the onethat Chumaka had prodded and plotted and cajoled tobring about.

 

Ignoring the raised eyebrows and questioning manner ofhis clerk, Chumaka hurried out to seek his master.

Jiro preferred to pass midday in indolence. He nevertook a siesta, nor, like so many Ruling Lords, did he amusehimself through the heat in lascivious play with concubines.Jiro's tastes were ascetic. He considered the chatter ofwomen distracting, so much so that on a whim he had onceordered all of his female cousins consigned to chaste servicein the temples. Chumaka chuckled at the memory. The girlswould have no sons to become rivals, which made the master's short-tempered arbitration a wiser move than he knew.Jiro instinctively preferred privacy. At this hour he would befound at his bath, or else reading in the cool, breezy porticothat connected the library with the scribes' copy chamber.

Chumaka paused at the junction of two inner corridors,dimly lit since no lamps burned in the heat, and faintlyscented with the wax and oil used to treat the wood floors.His thin nostrils twitched.
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'Not the baths, today,' he muttered, for he could smell notrace of scent borne on the air by the passage of Jiro's bathslaves. The master was fastidious to the point of fussiness.He liked his food spiced to briskness to keep his breathsweet, and favored perfumes in his wash water.

The old, drooping ulo trees that edged the portico outsidethe library cooled the air even in the most sultry summerweather. Jiro sat on a stone bench, a scroll in his hand,and more heaped haphazardly around his feet. A deaf-muteslave attended him, ready at the twitch of his master's fingerto attend to the slightest need. But Jiro's needs were notablyfew. Beyond the occasional request for a cold drink, he oftensat at his reading until midafternoon, when he would meetwith his hadonra to discuss estate finances, or arrange fora recital of poetry, or walk in the pretty gardens designedby his great-grandmother, which it had been his pleasureto see replanted and restored.

 

Immersed in his reading, Jiro did not immediately respondto the rapid tap of Chumaka's sandals against the terra-cottatile of the portico. When he did notice the sound, he lookedup as if at an intrusion, his brows pulled down in vexation,and his manner stiff with restraint.

 

His expression changed at once to resignation. Chumakawas the most difficult of his servants to dismiss withoutthe fuss of enforcing his rank as Ruling Lord. SomehowJiro felt it demeaning to deliver bald-faced demands; theywere crude, and he prided himself on subtlety, a vanity thatChumaka was well versed in the art of exploiting.

'What is it?' Jiro sighed, then checked his bored exhalation,realising that his First Adviser was showing theunabashed toothy smile he reserved for felicitous news.The Lord of the Anasati brightened also. 'It is Mara,'he second-guessed. 'She has arrived home to find herselfdisadvantaged, I hope?'

 

Chumaka waved his coded note. 'Indeed, master, and
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more. I have just received word directly from our simplanted in Hokanu's messenger service. We have precisedescriptions of how she plans to deploy her troops.' Herethe Anasati First Adviser's manner dampened, as he recalledhow difficult it had been to break the private cipher ofHokanu's correspondence.

 

As if sensing that a lecture on such subtleties might beforthcoming, Jiro pressed the discussion ahead. 'And?' '

'And?' Chumaka for a moment looked vague as his trainof thought recentered. But his eyes never once lost theirsharpness, and his mind worked impressively fast. 'And ourruse worked.'

 

Jiro reined back a frown. Always, Chumaka seemed toexpect him to follow the vaguest of references withoutany accompanying explanation. 'Which ruse do you speakof?'

 

'Why, the one concerning the engineers of the siegeengines and the toy maker's plans. Lady Mara believes wewere duped into hiring her false workers. She has arrangedfor no attack on our forces that are positioned to stormKentosani.' Here Chumaka gave a wave of dismissal, 'Oh,she's cozened her husband to call out the Shinzawai troopsfrom the north. They will attack our northern flank, shebelieves, while we are in disarray and still struggling torecoup from the deaths she expects will happen in themishap that results from the first firing of our battle rams

and ballistas.'

 

'They won't fail,'Jiro mused, his narrow face softening etlast. 'They will shatter those ancient fortifications and ourmen will already be inside.' He gave a short bark of laughter.'The Shinzawai troops will arrive only to do homage to anew Emperor!'

 

'And to bury their boy heir,' Chumaka added in a lowvoice. Again he rubbed his hands together. 'Justin, now.Should we say he was killed by fallen masonry, or that
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he was mistaken for a servant boy and given over to theslave master as spoils? There are many unpleasant waysfor a boy to perish in the slave pens.'

 

Jiro's lips thinned in disapproval, and his eyes narrowed.He was not comfortable with practices he considered brutalor purposely crude- after a childhood spent being bulliedby his younger brother Buntokapi, he had no patience inthat respect.

 

'I want it done quickly and cleanly, without unnecessarypain; a "miscast" spear should do well enough,' he snapped.Then his tone turned thoughtful. 'Mare, though. If the livingbody of the Servant of the Empire were to fall into the handsof our troops, she would be another matter.'

 

Now it was S;Chumaka's turn to shy from the discussion.Tsurani enough to arrange for men to be tortured or killedwhen matters made such measures necessary, still he did notrelish the idea of causing pain for the Servant of the Empire.The look in Jiro's eyes whenever he contemplated the LadyMara inevitably gave him an inward urge to shiver.

'I shall arrange to send your Force Commander, Omelo,this latest news of Acoma and Shinzawai deployment, withyour leave, my master.'

 

Jiro gave a languid gesture of acquiescence, his thoughtsstill focused upon revenge.

 

Barely waiting for this signal of approval, Chumakabacked off, bowing, his spirits reviving almost at once.Before Jiro had retrieved his scroll and returned to reading,the Anasati First Adviser was hurrying off, muttering ideasand plans half under his breath.

 

'Those Minwanabi warriors who did not swear service atthe time of Mara's ascension to the title of Good Servant,now . . .' he mused. A wicked gleam flashed in his eyes. 'Yes.Yes. I think the time is appropriate to call them in from thatfrontier garrison and add their ranks to the confusion ofour enemies.'
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Chumaka hastened his step, loudly whistling now thathe was out of his master's earshot. 'Gods,' he broke off histune to whisper, 'what would life be without politics?'

The Empire mourned. On the announcement of Ichindar'sdeath, the gates to the Imperial Precinct had boomed shut,and the traditional red banners of mourning had unfurledfrom the walls. The land roads and the waterways of theGagajin had come alive with messengers. The rare metalgongs and chimes in each of the temples of the TwentyHigher Gods then rang in homage at the passing of Ichindar,ninety-one strokes, one for each generation of his line. Thecity would stay closed to trade for the traditional twentydays of mourning, and all merchant shops and stalls notessential for the maintenance of life had their doors sealedwith red bunting.

 

Inside Kentosani, the streets were subdued, the hawkingcries of food sellers and water brokers stilled; and thechanting of the priests in prayer for the holy departedrang out in the mourning quiet. By tradition, conversationwas forbidden in the streets, and even the city's licensedbeggars had to seek alms in pantomime. The Red GodTurakamu had silenced the Voice of Heaven on Earth,and while Ichindar's embalmed body lay in state amid acircle of lit candles and chanting priests, the Holy City alsoobserved its silence of respect and sorrow.

 

On the twenty-first day, the Light of Heaven would beplaced atop his funeral pyre, and the chosen successoranointed by the priests of the Higher and Lesser Godswould ascend the golden throne as- the ashes cooled.

And in anticipation of that day, plots seethed and armiesmassed. The Assembly was not oblivious to the restlessness

of humanity.

 

Outside the city gates, anchored along the riverside, orcramming the dockside of Silmani and Sulan-Qu, rested the
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trader barges caught outside the gates by the observance ofthe Emperor's mourning. Prices for rental of warehousespace soared to a premium as merchants vied to secureshelter for perishable goods caught in transit, or forvaluables too choice to be left on boats under insufficientguard. The less fortunate factors bid for space in privatecellars and attics, and the least fortunate lost their waresto the rising tides of war.

 

Clans gathered and house companies armed. The roadsbecame clouded with late summer dust raised by thousandsof tramping feet. The rivers became jammed with flotillasof barges and war craft, and all oared or poled transportwere engaged to ferry warriors. The merchants suffered,as trade goods were tossed wholesale into the river tomake way for human cargo, and shortages in the citiesensued as provender was bought up by the cartload fromthe costermongers who many times sold out their producebefore it could arrive at the city markets. Bartering by theroadside was often conducted at spearpoint. The farmerssuffered. The rich complained of high prices; the merchants,of desperate shortfalls; while the poorest went hungry andmobbed the streets in unrest.

 

The Ruling Lords who might have lent patrols toquell the masses and restore order were busied elsewhere,sending their warriors to support this faction or that, orusing the upset of routine to stage raids against enemieswhose garrisons were pared down for field battle. Riotsthreatened in the poor quarter, while profiteers grew faton inflated prices.

 

The Empire's various factions armed and banded togetherinto vast war hosts, and yet for all of the house colorsthat sent troops to converge upon Kentosani, the bannersof three prominent houses were conspicuous by theirabsence: Acoma green, Shinzawai blue, and Anasati redand yellow.
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In a high tower in the City of the Magicians, closetedwithin a study cluttered with books and scrolls anddominated by a dented hard-fired clay samovar of foreigncraft and origin, the Great One Shimone sat with bonyfingers laced around a teacup. He had developed a fondnessfor the Midkemian delicacy in its myriad varieties, andservants kept the brazier under the samovar hot day andnight. The cushions the Black Robe perched on were as thinas his ascetic tastes. Before him rested a low three-leggedtable whose top was inlaid with a seeing crystal, throughwhich danced the images of mustering war hosts. It showedbrief glimpses of Mara and Hokanu in conference withadvisers, followed by a view of Jiro gesticulating to makesome point with a stiff-lipped Omechan Lord who lookedreluctant.

 

Shimone sighed. His fingers tapped an agitated rhythmon his tepid cup.

 

But it was Fumita, sitting almost invisibly in the shadows

opposite, who voiced the obvious thought. 'They foolnobody, least of all us. Each waits for the other to move,so that when we appear, they can say with clear conscience,"We were but defending ourselves."' ~

 

Neither magician belabored the sad, self-evident conclusion:that despite their personal endorsement of Mara'sradical ideas, the Assembly's prevailing sentiment ranagainst her. Acoma and Anasati had sounded the horns ofwar. Whether or not Mara and Jiro officially unfurled theirstandards, whether or not they had formally announcedtheir intentions and petitioned the priest of the War Godto smash the Stone Seal on the Temple of Jastur, all butthe splinter factions in some way took their lead fromAnasati and Acoma. The Assembly of Magicians wouldunavoidably be forced to take action. In the sad strainedsilence that followed between Fumita and Shimone, abuzzing sound could be heard beyond the door. This
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was followed by a heavy thump and a fast tread, andthe wooden latch tripped up.

 

'Hochopepa,' Shimone said, his deep eyes seeming lazilyhalf-closed. He set down his cup, flicked his hand, and thevistas in the seeing crystal muddied and faded away.

Fumita arose. 'Hocho in a hurry can only mean thatenough of our number have gathered for a quorum,' hesurmised. 'We had best join him in the great hall.'

The door to Shimone's private chamber creaked open,and a red-faced Hochopepa shoved through, his large girthhampered by the clutter. 'You'd better make haste. Onehothead down there in council just proposed to blast halfthe population of Szetac Province to cinders.'

Fumita clicked his tongue. 'No discrimination wasmade between spear-carrying warriors and peasant familiesdriven to flee the path of the armies?'

 

Hochopepa sucked in fat cheeks. 'None.' He backed,wheezing, out of the doorway, beckoning for his companionsto follow. 'And for worse news, the point you justmade was the only argument that stayed the vote. Otherwisesome fool would be down there right this moment turningeverything in sight to smoking char!' He turned down thehall without waiting to see if the others followed.

At this, Fumita was through the doorway hard on thestout mage's heels. 'Well, I think we have the imaginationbetween us to trump up a few more objections and slowthem down a while longer.' He glanced over his shoulder toadmonish Shimone, who could seem as reluctant to movequickly as to use words. 'It can't be helped, my friend. Thistime you are going to have to talk as much as the rest of wto help the cause along.'

 

The ascetic mage's eyes snapped open to show a spadeof affront. 'Talk is quite different an expenditure of energy'

.

 

from empty chatter!' ~ :

As the thin magician's glare swiveled toward the portlyleader of the party, it was Hochopepa's turn to lookoffended. Yet before he could find something heated tosay in his own defence, Fumita hustled him ahead. 'Saveyour energy,' he said, hiding a grin behind solemnity. 'Whatinspiration we have we'd better muster for the councilchamber. They are probably quarreling like Midkemianmonkeys down there, and here we go rushing in to makeit worse.'

 

Without further discussion, the three hurried down thecorridor to the entrance to the Great Hall.

 

The debate Mara's supporters hastened to join continuedfor days. Many times in the course of the Empire's historyarguments had divided the Assembly, but none before hadraged so long and so hotly. Stray winds ripped throughthe great chamber that served as meeting hall in the Cityof the Magicians, as more and more members gathered.The high, tiered galleries were nearly filled to capacity, anevent only equaled in recent times by the occasion of thedebate of Milamber's exile and the abolition of the officeof Warlord. The only absentees were Great Ones in theirdotage. The air grew stuffy with the crowding' and sinceno meeting of the Assembly ever adjourned without a finaldecision, the proceedings dragged on day and night.

Yet another dawn seeped grey through the high windowsof the dome, silvering the lacquer floor tiles and revealingweariness in every face present. It lit in drab colors the onlyactivity: in the middle of the vast chamber, a stout magicianpaced back and forth, declaiming.

 

Fatigue etched Hochopepa's face. He waved one stoutarm, and grated on in a voice made hoarse by hours ofnonstop oratory, 'And I urge every one of you to consider:great changes have begun that will not ~onet' Heraised his other arm, and clapped his/alms together toemphasise his point, and several of the elderly Black Robes
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started in their seats, roused from dozing. 'We cannot simplywave our hand and have the Empire return to the old ways!The days of the Warlordship are finished!'

 

Shouts of disagreement sought to interrupt his argument.'Armies are marching while we deliberate,' cried Motecha,among the more outspoken of the Great Ones who disapprovedof the late Ichindar's policies.

 

On the floor, the stout magician held up his hand forsilence, actually grateful for the momentary respite. Histhroat was scratched raw from speaking. 'I know!' Hewaited for stillness to settle and went on. 'We have beendefied. So I have heard many of you repeat over and over" heglanced around the room, aware of a change that rippledlike the movement of the tide through his audience - 'andover and over' Even the more staid members of the council Iwere now shifting in their seats. Their backsides were numbfrom sitting, and no longer were they content to settleback and politely listen. More than just the impatienthad started to cry out interruptions, and not a few werestanding belligerently on their feet. Hochopepa admittedto himself that he would have to yield the floor at last,and hope Fumita or the wily Teloro could find a strategyto draw the discussion out further.

 

'We are not gods, my brothers,' Hochopepa summedup. 'We are powerful, yes, but still merely men. For usto intervene rashly with force, from pique or fear of theunknown, would but increase the chance of lasting damagebeing visited upon the Nations. I caution all that no matterhow inflamed passions may be, the effect of our act willbe lingering. When emotions at last cool, shall we regrethaving done that which even we cannot undo?' He endedhis speech with a slow lowering of his arms, and an evenslower shuffle across the floor. The heaviness in him as hesank into his seat was not feigned; he had successfully tiedup the floor for two and a half days.

 

The current spokesman for the Assembly returned ontothe floor blinking as if a bit bemused. 'We thank Hochopepafor his wisdom.'

 

While the huge chamber echoed with the rising buzz ofconversation and dozens of Black Robes vied to speak next,Fumita leaned across Shimone and whispered to his wiltedcompanion, 'Well done, Hocho!'

 

Drily Shimone interjected, 'Perhaps for the next few dayswe will be blessed with a less loquacious companion whenwe gather over our wine.'

 

Spokesman Hodiku said, 'We shall hear Motecha!'

The short, hook-nosed elder, whose two cousins hadonce been known as the Warlord's Pets, arose from hisseat. Motecha moved with spry steps across the floor, andspun with a flutter of robes. His sharp, narrow-set eyespassed over the assembly briefly, and he said, 'While it hasbeen interesting in no sparse measure to hear our brotherHochopepa recount the history of events, in great detail,this does nothing to change fact. Two armies are even nowjockeying to engage in combat. Skirmishes have alreadyoccurred between them and only those of us who are foolsdo not see through the sham of masking their house colorsbehind the banners of clan cousins or allies! KMara of theAcoma has defied our edict. Even as we speak, her warriorsmarch and engage in illicit warfare!'

 

'Why name her ahead of Jiro of the Anasati?' theimpulsive Sevean called back.

 

Teloro seized the opportunity of the interruption toadd fuel to the argument. 'You call the actions of thesearmies defiance. I urge remembrance upon us all: theLight of Heaven has been murdered! It must be contested,Motecha, that circumstances have forced a callto arms. Lord Hokanu of the Shinzawai would naturallydefend the royal family. Mara was Ichindar's staunchestSUpporter. Jiro, I submit, builds siege engines and hires
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engineers to plot for his own ambition, not to stabilise theEmpire.'

 

Motecha folded his arms, emphasising his roundshoulderedposture. 'Was it circumstance that led both Jiroof the Anasati and Mara of the Acoma and her consort toorder their armies into the field? Neither of their homeestates was threatened! Is this conflict in truth inevitable?Did the supposed "Good of the Empire" "force" Marato order the secondary garrison from her natal estate toprevent Anasati forces and allies from their use of the publicroads to Sulan-Qu?'

 

'Come now!' cracked Shimone. He had an authoritativevoice, when he chose to raise it, and now his stillnessheld pent-up ire. 'How do you know it was Mara whoinstigated the attack, Motecha? I heard of no battle, but tonly a skirmish that ended with a drawing of lines. Do wewhimper civil war when there has been little but a calling.of names and an exchange of insults and some sporadic

bowfire?'

 

Teloro expounded a second point. 'I would have younote: the banner at the fore of the lines near Sulan-Quwas not Acoma, but that of Lord Jidu of the Tuscalora.He may be Mara's vassal, but his estate lies directly inthe path of Jiro's march. The Lord of the Tuscalora couldlegitimately be defending his lands from invasion.'

Motecha narrowed his gaze. 'Our colleague Tapek wentto the field and observed, Teloro. I may not be the studentof history that your friend Hochopepa is, but I can certainlyhear the difference between a defensive position and anarmy launching an assault!'

 

'And Jiro's collection of siege engines in the forests outsideKentosani are for defence?' Shimone cried back, but hispoint was drowned by the hubbub of other voices.

The Spokesman shouted for order. 'Colleagues! Thebusiness at hand requires order.'
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Motecha shrugged his robe straight like a jigacockpuffing its feathers. He stabbed a finger at the galleries.'Arrows have been fired between a vassal of Mara's andAnasati warriors masquerading under the banner of Clanlonani. Are we going to sit about arguing until our edict isdefied a second time? Tapek reports that troops have felledtrees for buttresses to give their archers better cover.'

Clearing his throat, Hochopepa croaked hoarsely, 'Wellthen, Tapek could have ordered a stop to the shooting.'This brought laughter and an upwelling of derogatorycomments. 'Or was it the fact that stray arrows showlittle regard for the majesty of a Black Robe that gaveour friend Tapek pause?'

 

At this, Tapek sprang to his feet, his red hair brilliantagainst the black robes behind. He shouted, 'We alreadytold Mara to stop once! Has she so swiftly forgottenthe troop of warriors we destroyed as an example uponthe field?'

 

'Motecha has the floor,' objected the Spokesman. 'Youwill stay seated unless you are formally given leave to leadthe discussion, friend Tapek.'

 

The red-haired magician subsided to his seat, mutteringto the contingent of young friends who sat with him.

Motecha resumed his point. 'I submit that Jiro of theAnasati has made no move in aggression. His siege enginesmay surround the walls of Kentosani, but they do not fire!

And they may never do so, if Mara is prevented from linkingup with her support inside the Imperial Precinct.'

'What support? Do you imply that Mara has been partyto treachery?' called Shimone. 'That she had no hand inthe Omechan plot to kill Ichindar has been documented!'

Again the Assembly erupted into disorder. For severalminutes Spokesman Hodiku had to hold up his

hands to restore quiet. The muttering subsided reluctantly,with Sevean caught still gesticulating as he expounded
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some point to a colleague. He lowered his voice, lookingsheepish.

 

Hochopepa mopped sweat from his brow. 'It begins tolook as if I did not need to spend my voice in speech making.'He chuckled under his breath. 'Our opponents are doing afair job of tangling the issue by themselves.'

'Not for much longer, I fear,' Shimone said ominously.

Motecha added further accusations, more outspokenthan any of his predecessors'. 'I say Mara of the Acomais the culprit! Her disregard, no, her contempt of traditionis well documented. How she came to wear the honoredtitle of Servant of the Empire is for others to conjecture.But I suggest that she and the late Emperor had an ...understanding. It is Mara's son, Justin, she would raise aspretender t. the golden throne, and I endorse Jiro's rightto defend against this unconscionable show of Acomaambition!'

 

'That ends it,' Fumita said gloomily. 'Sooner or later,the adoptive privilege of Mara's children had to be raised.Someone had to drag the boy into the quarrel.'

There was true sadness in his tone, perhaps in his personalremembrance of the son he had renounced upon his call tojoin the Assembly. Yet whatever else he might have addedbecame drowned in a wave of shouting. Magicians sprangto their feet, and several seemed to glow with the lightof inner anger. Through the tumult, Spokesman Hodikuwaved his staff, and when he was ignored, gave over thefloor to a young mage named Akani.

 

That many a seasoned elder had been passed over in favorof a Black Robe barely out of his apprenticeship effected animmediate and resounding silence.

 

Akani kept command of it with the voice of a powerfulorator. 'Assumption of facts not in evidence,' he summed'up crisply. 'We know nothing of any plotting by Maraof the Acoma. We cannot deny she has lost her firstbornson. Justin is her sole heir. If she were party to a plotto raise him to the Emperor's station, she would hardlyhave set such intrigue in motion while she was absentfrom the court. Only a fool would leave the boy to fendfor himself through a change in succession without Acomaor Shinzawai defenders. Justin is housed with Ichindar'schildren, in the imperial nursery, which I remind you wasquarantined upon his death for twenty days of mourning!A child's life could be lost to a thousand mishaps in sucha span of time. If Acoma troops march, they do so to sparetheir future Lord. Companions, I suggest,' Akani finishedtartly, 'that we not be swayed by speculation and streetgossip in the making of our decisions.'

 

Shimone raised his grey furred eyebrows as the youngmagician continued a reasoned, dispassionate argument.'Good choice of argument. The boy thinks like an imperialcourt litigator.'

 

Hochopepa chuckled. 'Akani studied for that post beforehis magical powers forced him to be recognised as a BlackRobe. Why do you think I called in a favor to ask Hodikuto choose him when the discussion swung toward violence?Jiro's supporters, like our outspoken Tapek, muse not bepermitted to stampede us into acting rashly.' ~

And yet even Akani's skills as litigator could not keepthe floor tied up for long. Feelings ran hot, and by noweven those Black Robes who had been neutral to thecontention were clamoring for decision, if only to bring

the long, tiresome session to an end.

 

Pressure from all sides erupted to draw the proceedings toa close. Akani had exhausted his eloquence, and in fairnessto his earlier ruling, the Spokesman Hodiku had to yieldthe floor to allow Tapek his say.

 

'Trouble now,' Shimone said flatly.

 

Hochopepa's brow wrinkled, and Fumita became statue-still.
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Tapek wasted no time in convincing oratory. 'It is fact,companions, that the Assembly acted as a body once beforeand ordered Mara not to attack Jiro. For the Good of theEmpire, I demand her life be forfeit!'

 

Hochopepa shot to his feet, astonishingly fast for one ofhis girth. 'I dissent.'

 

Tapek spun on his heel to face the stout magician. 'Whatmortal in all our long history has ever been allowed to live

after defying our edict?'

 

'I can count several,' Hochopepa shot back, 'but I doubtthat would settle the issue.' The stout magician's voicewas stripped down to gravel. Now he abandoned flowery,long-winded phrases. 'Let us not act impulsively. We can killMara at our leisure, should we so decide. But this momentwe have more pressing problems to consider.' ~

'He's going to force a vote,' Fumita murmured worriedlyto Shimone. 'That could precipitate disaster.' ~

Shimone's brows seemed frozen into a glower as hereplied, 'Let him. Disaster is inevitable anyway.' ~

Hochopepa moved down the aisle. Clown-like in hisbulk, red-faced and smiling with good nature, he did no'seem at all contentious, and such jovial posture in the faceof tense proceedings lent him liberty, if only for comic reliefSpokesman Hodiku did not reprimand him as he wanderedout onto the floor and began to pace in step with TapekHis naturally short stride was forced to extend to ridiculous'length to match the taller magician. Hochopepa's fat jiggledunder his robe, and his cheeks puffed with exertion. H'capped his ridiculous appearance by waving a pudgy handjust under Tapek's nose in vehement gesticulation.

As Tapek sucked back. his chin to avoid being stabbedby a fingernail, Hochopepa said, 'I suggest we tq otherexpedients before we obliterate the Servant of the Empire;:Several members of the Assembly winced at such baldreiteration, and Hochopepa boldly seized the advantage

Assembly

 

649

 

to drive home his point. 'Before we commit an act neverbefore done in the history of our Nations - to destroy aholder of the most honorable title a citizen may obtain letus consider.'

 

'We have considered -'Tapek interjected, stopping dead.

Hochopepa kept walking and with apparent clumsinessseemed to slam into his younger colleague, knocking himoff balance. Tapek was compelled to stumble ahead, or fallflat. Flustered and caught at a loss for words, he was swepton as Hochopepa continued his monologue.

 

'We should stop the bloodshed first, then order Mara andJiro to the Holy City. There they can be held while we judgethis issue in a less muddled fashion. Shall we vote?'

The Spokesman called, 'A question is on the floor.'

'I hold the floor!' Tapek objected.

 

Hochopepa at that moment trod heavily upon theredhead's slippered toe. Tapek's mouth opened. His cheeksturned white, then burned bright red. He rounded angrilyupon Hochopepa, who stood with his full weight bearingdown as if oblivious. And while Tapek was distracted bydiscomfort, Hodiku pressed on with the proceedings.

'Now, it's been a long and boring session,' Hochopepawhispered to Tapek. 'Why don't we both sit down andregain our composure before the very serious matter ofcasting our vote?'

 

Tapek growled between clenched teeth. He knew it was

now too late to disrupt protocol and countermand thecall for a formal vote. As Hochopepa raised his bulk offTapek's toe, the offended magician had little choice but tolimp off, grumbling, to rejoin his cadre of young bloods.The Spokesman raised his hand. 'Hear the options, yea ornay. Shall we order the fighting halted and Mara and Jiroto the Holy City for accounting before our body?'

Each magician in that vast chamber held up one hand.Light sprang from their upraised palms, blue indicating
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agreement, white abstention, and red disagreement. Theblue glow clearly dominated, and the Spokesman said, 'Theissue is settled. Let the Assembly adjourn for food and restand gather again at a later date to decide who should besent to deliver word of our summons to the parties, Maraof the Acoma and Jiro of the Anasati.'

 

'Brilliant!' exclaimed Shimone, seemingly oblivious to theblack looks shot in his direction by Tapek and Motecha.All around them, magicians were rising stiffly to their feet,sighing in anticipation of a meal and a long rest. The sessionhad stretched out to the point where it might take daysto recapture the enthusiasm to gather another quorumand see an official spokesman appointed. And when amatter had been formally voted to resolution by the fullAssembly, individuals like Tapek were denied their option ofindependent action. Shimone's ascetically thin lips stretchedin a way that suggested a smile. 'Personally, I think I couldsleep for at least a week.'

 

'You won't,' Fumita accused. 'You'll be snuggled up witha bottle of wine and hunched over your scrying crystal, justlike the rest of us.'

 

Hochopepa sighed deeply and said, 'We have narrowlyaverted what would have been perhaps the most destructiveaction in all of our long history.' He glanced around toascertain that no bystanders were paying undue attention,then whispered, 'And we have won a few days' "race. I praythat Mara has some clever plan in play that I don't see, orthat her voyage into Thuril won her some protection thatshe can deploy quickly. If not, and we lose her, we fall backinto the atrocities of the Game of the Council for anotherspan of ages . . .'

 

Fumita was blunter. 'Chaos.'

 

Hochopepa stiffened his spine. 'I feel the need forsomething wet and soothing for my throat.'

 

Shimone's deep eyes sparkled. 'I have some of thatKeshian wine you love so much stashed away in myquarters.'

 

Hochopepa's brow puckered in abject surprise. 'I didn'tknow you had dealings with Midkemian traders!'

'I don't.' Shimone sniffed in reproof. 'There's a shop nearthe docks in the Holy City that always seems to stock asupply. My servant doesn't ask how the proprietor came bysuch without imperial tax stamps on each bottle, and whowould argue with what seems a reasonable price . . . ?'

As the three magicians made their way out of thevast assembly hall, their conversation turned toward thecommonplace, as if light words and camaraderie mightsomehow stave off the immensity of the crisis about tooverwhelm their land and culture.
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Battle

 

The camp burned.

 

Smoke swirled across the battlefield, acrid with the stenchof burned hide and the fine-woven wool of cushions andhangings that customarily adorned the field tents of TsuraniLords and officers. War dogs yapped and snarled, and aboy runner raced to find a healer to attend to a woundedofficer. Mara blinked watering eyes and turned her backon the soldiers who picked through the ashes to gatherup corpses and weapons. The raid at dawn had been asuccess. Another of Jiro's traditionalist allies had died inhis command tent, while his officers and warriors had rolledout of their blankets in disarray. Lujan was unsurpassedat ambush and surprise raids; better than his counterpartswho had never known the hardships of a grey warrior'sexistence, he knew how to take advantage of subterfugeand guile. Most of the fighting had involved minor alliesand vassals of the Acoma and the Anasati; other clasheshad happened between houses that had old blood debts tosettle. And while the magicians would be swift to condemna massed attack on a formal plain of war, smaller strugglessuch as these had so far passed unpunished.

 

Such forbearance could not long continue, Mara knew,as she turned wearily toward the small, unadorned shelterhastily thrown up on a space of ground untracked byfighting. Lujan knew it, too; he threw himself into eachskirmish with near-to-fanatical energy, as if he could notrest until one more enemy was dead.

 

Hot, tired, and rubbed raw by the unaccustomed weightof full armor, Mara passed through the flap into the shadeof her personal quarters. Swirls of dust entered with her.She waved, and a maid scurried out of the dimness tounlace the straps of her battle sandals. The sumptuouscomforts of the pavilion-sized Acoma command tent hadstayed packed away at the estate, its substitute a simpletent borrowed from stores that had previously served asshelter for needra herders. Since her trip to Thuril, Mara'sview of certain Tsurani customs had soured and anyway,the green-dyed command tent with its silken banners andtrappings and tassels would only serve as announcementto the magicians of her whereabouts.

 

The herder's tent was dry hot. It filtered out the directsun, and some of the noise, as officers called orders, andwounded men moaned in the throes of their pain. 'Water,'Mara requested. She raised a grimy hand and unfastenedthe chin strap of her helm.

 

'Great Lady, let me help.' Kamlio hastened around therude flap that divided the structure in half. Better schooledthan the maid to answer the needs of men, the buckles ofarmor were familiar to her. Expertly she applied herself,and as the encumbering layers of lacquered platework were

lifted from her mistress, Mara sighed in relief. 'Bless you,'she murmured, and nodded her thanks to the maid whohanded her a cup of cool water. Never again would shetake such service for granted.

 

Kamlio freed another buckle and noticed Mara's slightflinch. 'Blisters, Lady?'

 

Mara gave a rueful nod. 'Everywhere. I can't seem togrow calluses fast enough.' The trappings of the Warchiefof Clan Hadama were items she seldom wore, but now,more than ever, every badge of office and sign of rankmust be displayed. She was on a field of war, commandingtroops, and an alliance of forces not seen in modern history.They might march under the banners of a hundred minorhouses, or be her own forces masked under the standard ofher clan; but they numbered seventy thousand, fully halfthe might of the Empire. Their lives, if not their ultimatesurvival, were her responsibility.

 

This war has come too fast! she raged inwardly whileKamlio removed greaves and breastplate and finished withthe straps of the braces. War hosts had gathered beforeshe had been able to settle a single plan of action, noreven to arrange a consultation between Keyoke and thecho-ja mages from Chakaha. Ichindar's assassination hadhappened while she had all the necessary pieces for victorywithin her grasp, but before she had any chance to assesshow best to use them.

 

Kamlio had just unfastened Mara's breastplate whenfootsteps sounded outside the tent. As the heavy, ornatehelm with its bosses and plumes and cheek plates was liftedoff, Mara closed her eyes in weariness. She pushed backthe hair plastered in wet streaks to her forehead and neck.'Open the tent flap,' she commanded her maid. 'If that'sLujan, back already, I fear bad news.'

 

The maid flipped back the needra hide that curtainedthe door, while Kamlio rummaged for refreshments andcups for water. The warriors had been on the field sincedaybreak, and whichever officer approached to report, hewould be hungry and thirsty.

 

A shadow crossed the light, limned in a drift of smoke.Mara blinked stinging eyes and made out the plumes ofher Force Commander as he saluted, fist over heart. Herexpression must have shown apprehension, for his mouthsplit at once in a smile of reassurance, made the more vividby the soot that darkened his face.

 

'Lady, the Zanwai and Sajaio are in full flight. The dayis ours; if one can rejoice over winning a pitiful strip ofngaggi swamp, the ashes of some tents, and six mongrelwar dogs that are inclined to tear the throat out of anythingthat moves - one of the casualties was their handler - thenrejoice. The strike force that attempted to organise a retreatwas quickly routed, mostly because the officer in charge hadlittle more brains than House Sajaio's dogs.'

 

Mara regarded a sky fouled grey with smoke, then spokewith bitterness. 'How much longer are we going to haveto remain here in defensive line to keep the Anasati forcespinned to the southeast of Sulan-Qu?' It irked her to knowthat Jiro had other forces hidden to the north. Any day sheexpected word that the Holy City was under siege. Withthe Shinzawai army under Hokanu in forced march, butstill several days away from Silmani and the Gagajin, shehad no choice but to rely on the toy maker's plans andthe engineers she had sent to infiltrate Jiro's operation. Shecould only lie awake each night and pray that her carefullyplanned sabotage would work, and that when Jiro orderedhis great engines to breach the walls, the mechanisms wouldmisfire and create havoc.

 

The cho-ja mages could not help in this war. Their magicmust be kept secret until the most desperate moment whenthe Assembly at last acted, for with rival factions massing todescend on Kentosani, full-scale conflict was only a matterof time. The rival armies could only face off for so long,abiding skirmishes and small encounters. Neither would bedeterred by the dozen or so smaller armies that jockeyed forthe most advantageous positions from which to pick overwhat bones the great houses might leave in their wake ofdestruction.

 

Mara motioned for the Force Commander to enter herquarter. 'How long? Jiro must make a move soon, eitherto break our lines or to order his allies from the west insiege of the Holy City. How much longer can we hang backwithout jeopardising support to Hokanu? If something goeswrong . . .' Her voice trailed off; she felt beaten down by theforced agony of waiting, fully armed and at the ready, yetunable to advance. If she ordered her main army to marchon Kentosani, she left open a way for the Anasati forcesto reach the river or the trade roads, or to attack her fromthe rear. As long as the Acoma forces held their lines, Jiro'sForce Commander could not attack and break through toSulan-Qu without inciting retribution from the Assembly.

But it pained her to hold firm, knowing that Ichindar'sassassination was but the first step in a complex, linkedplot. Jiro had not spent years building siege engines or paidlavish bribes and won alliances in the estates surroundingthe Inrodaka for nothing. The threat to Justin would comefrom the west, she was sure, and were her enemies to breakthrough the defences of the Imperial Precinct before shecould get there, her children would lose their lives. TheImperial Whites were good warriors, but with Ichindardead, who would command their loyalty? Ichindar's FirstWife could not even control her own daughter. The ImperialForce Commander would defend the Imperial Precinct, butwithout a clear authority from above, his men would be anunknown factor. They would fight, but would they defendwith the same dedication and selflessness her own forcesgave to her? Any warrior might be expected to falter, ifthe Lord ordering the assault upon the Imperial Precinctmight be the next Emperor. Now, more than ever, Maraperceived the flaws in the Tsurani order of rule.

'Gods,' she exclaimed in frustration, 'this campaignwould be bloody but straightforward if we could planwithout interference from the Assembly!'





 

Lujan considered his mistress's restlessness with concern,experienced as he was-in the frailties of men kept too longat battle pitch with no fighting. His mistress was stretchednear to breaking with tension. The padded robe she woreunder her armor was wringing wet with sweat. She hadbeen stubborn, and had overseen the action while standingdirectly in the sun. He kept his voice mild as he said, 'Youshould take every opportunity you can to sit down andrest, my Lady.' As example, he pointedly removed his helmand sank cross-legged on the nearest cushion. 'Action couldbreak out at moment's notice, and little good you will beto your people if you are worn out or in a faint from theheat.' He scratched his chin, unable to fully silence his owngnawing worry. 'Though it is certainly obvious to everyonethat the magicians are conspicuous by their absence.'

'A bad sign,' Mara allowed. 'Hokanu's guess is that theydeliberate over a united ultimatum. If either Jiro or I engageour forces directly, they will act, be sure of that.' She letthe maid peel off her underrobe, and gestured for a dryreplacement. 'I'll bathe later, when the smoke has settledand things have a chance of staying clean.'

 

Lujan rubbed at a bruised elbow, but broke off the motionas Kamlio handed him water. He drank deeply, his eyesturned toward the command map unrolled on the bareearth beside the table. Stones weighted the corners, and themiddle held whorls and lines of colored tiles that displayedthe disposition of every faction's forces up to the latestreport. The spoiling impatience that ate at his Lady wasshared by every man in the ranks. Action was needed,Lujan knew, to keep their wits sharp, and to prevent rashmoves born of frustration. Even a small engagement wouldserve, focusing attention and discipline to keep the troopswhetted to keenest edge. He considered the map in depth,then pulled his sword to use as a pointer. 'It's clear thata group of neutrals has set up a defensive position alongthe eastern branch of the river Gagajin, between the forknorth of the Great Swamp and the city of Jamar. Theycould march west and harry Jiro's flank, but more likelythey'll be satisfied to wait and declare for the winner atthe last.'

 

Mara spoke around the efforts of the maid, who spongedand dried her face, then slipped on her clean robe. 'Whatare you thinking? A diversion? If we could stir them up andmake them move around, could we confuse things enoughto hide an advance by a few of our companies?'

'Keyoke suggested we might take them captive, stealtheir armor and banners, then slip a company of our mennorth under their false identity.' Lujan's mouth quirked inamusement. 'Not at all honorable, Lady, but there are menof yours who are loyal enough not to care.' His eyes heldfrank admiration for Mara's slim fitness, and for the blistersshe bore without complaint. 'But the question came downto what forces we could break away to start the skirmishthat would not be obvious to our enemies.'

 

'I could arrange that, I think,' offered a velvet-toned !voice. A shadow emerged out of the blown smoke, poisedin the gap of the doorway. As always, Arakasi's appearancehad been silent. Accustomed as Mara was to his unexpectedarrivals, she barely masked her flinch. Kamlio, takenunawares, spilled the water crock over the map. Counters;washed awry in the flood, and water pooled ominously inthe hollow that represented Kentosani. Movement in thetent was arrested as Arakasi caught sight of her for thefirst time since she returned from Thuril; his eyes widenedfor an instant, showing depths that beseeched. Then herecovered cool control and his gaze flicked back to themap. Fast as reflex, he kept talking. 'The spilled water hasnicely summed up the situation we have building. Lady, didyou get my reports?'

 

'Some of them.' Mara touched Kamlio's hand, and urgedher to leave, or sit down. 'Let the maid take care of moppingup,' she murmured kindly. Kamlio had never looked morelike a gazen caught vulnerable under thin cover; and yetThuril had changed her. She did not turn sullen and stiff,but gathered her courage and sat.

 

Arakasi took a quick breath, and his eyebrows twitchedquizzically. Then, all business, he knelt by the table andlaced his hands in plain view on top, as if, with other eyeswatching, he dared himself to fidget or shake. He did notlook tired, Mara judged, but simply harried, and he woreno disguise beyond a plain black robe edged with white.Although communications had passed between them sinceher return from the South, this was the first chance hehad to make a personal appearance since the Emperor'sassassination. 'Lady, it is as we feared. The Inrodaka andtheir two vassals were in league with Jiro; their declarationsof neutrality were feigned. The siege engines were hidden inthe forests, and are now moving toward Kentosani.'

'Where?' Lujan asked crisply.

 

Arakasi caught the drift of the Force Commander'sconcern. 'Southwest of the Holy City.' He summed upthe worst. 'There are traditionalists from Neshka Provinceinvolved as allies, and to the north, the Inrodaka havesent out flanking troops that will certainly harry Hokanu'smarch south. He has better numbers; he will not be stopped,but will suffer losses and be delayed.'

 

'Allies from Neshka?' Mara said. 'These we can fight.'To Lujan, she asked, 'Could the garrison from my estateby Sulan-Qu march to the west and intercept?'

 

Arakasi interrupted, uncharacteristically blunt- 'The troopsare too close to Kentosani already. You could only harry therear guard, and maybe force them to turn a few companiesto engage us. That would thin out the forces left for thesiege, but not stop them.'

 

'And the lands of your birthright would be left strippedtoo thin to be defended effectively,' Lujan added. Hefrowned in furious thought. 'Your original bargain withthe cho-ja Queen gives you two companies of warriors.They would be adequate to repulse any independent forcewho tried looting or raiding, but not Jiro's army if hechooses to concentrate Anasati effort in that direction.'

'The magicians forbid such a move,' Mara countered,leaning to one side to allow the maid to pass with towelsto soak up the puddles on the tactical map. 'My estatesby Sulan-Qu should be sacrosanct.' She tapped her fingerstogether in painful decision. 'Kentosani must be our firstconcern. If Jiro wins the golden throne, all of our causes arelost. We have only the toy maker's plans to foil him. And ifour plot there is successful, many of the enemy will die whenthe siege engines are set into play. That will make numbersof troops critical. Pare them down, and Jiro might nothave enough men left to scale the walls before Hokanu canwin through. No, the estates by Sulan-Qu must be risked.The unknown to be feared is the Assembly. What will themagicians do if we strip the Acoma lands by Sulan-Qu andengage these traditionalists from Neshka Province?'

'No man can know,' Arakasi allowed. As if he werenot aware of Kamlio watching his every move, he helpedhimself from the tray of refreshments brought in whenMara's maid finished with the cleanup. 'But it is my guessthat there the Lord of the Anasati may have outsmartedhimself He has taken best care that his supporters fromNeshka appear to be acting on their own. If Jiro winsthe throne, and the Assembly accuses him afterward ofoverly ambitious action, he has left himself a convenientappearance of noninvolvement. He can demur, and saythat the alliance was formed out of popular opinion, andhis bid for the imperial crown was not his doing at all,but one launched by traditionalists in his behalf as themost worthy candidate.' Between bites of bread, the SpyMaster added, 'Mistress, your opposition to such a movemight be encouraged by the Assembly as a natural balanceof power.'

 

'The Sulan-Qu property might be sacrificed on such asupposition,' Lujan warned. He stirred through soppcounters with his sword, to bare that section of themap.

 

Mara's exasperation showed as she said, 'We are like twoduelists who have been told that certain moves will causethe judge to strike the offender down, yet not told whichmoves they are.'

 

Arakasi set aside his crust to manipulate the pieces intofresh positions, and under his hands, an ominous clot ofassorted colors fanned out toward Kentosani. 'Jiro maycommand the more critical position for assault on theImperial Precinct, but we are a larger force with moreresources.'

 

Mara took up his unfinished thought. 'We have deepsupport from Lord Hoppara of the Xacatecas, but he ismewed up in Kentosani. His office gives him no leave to actwithout an Emperor, save to defend, and Isashani in Ontosetcan only send Xacatecas forces to him to catch up withevents.' Mara sighed. 'Politically, we are disadvantaged.There are more who favor a return to the old Councilthan who stand with us. No, this will not be a drawn-outwar. Either we win decisively, and early, or Jiro will gain abroader base of supporters.'

 

Lujan fingered his sword edge, as if annoyed by the nicksthat had yet to be sharpened out following the morning'sminor action. 'You fear desertion and betrayal?'

'I do not fear them,' answered Mara, 'but should wefalter, I expect them.' As order was restored to the map,she chewed her lip, and decided. 'We must threaten thesiege, at any cost. The estates by Sulan-Qu must be risked.Lujan, how should we proceed?'

 

The Acoma Force Commander gathered up his sweatdamphelm. 'We can ask our friend Lord Benshai of theChekowara to begin moving northward toward your oldestates, but keep him on the western bank of the river. LetJiro wonder if he goes to reinforce our garrison there, orif he will continue on to the Holy City.'

 

Mara gave back a smile of fierce satisfaction. 'Tempthim to commit even a fraction of his Anasati troops tohamper House Chekowara, and his hand will be tippedfor the Assembly to read.'

 

'Should Jiro move across the river to intercept him,Benshai will run like a frightened calley-bird,' Arakasisaid drily. 'His house servants say behind his back thatBenshai mumbles words of cowardice in his sleep.'

Mara sighed. 'If we're lucky, Jiro doesn't know that.'

Now Arakasi spoke, an edge of frustration to his tone.'Jiro certainly knows. His adviser Chumaka might as wellhave his ear by the Lord of the Chekowara's fat mouth,listening to his every breath. My agents have proof that hekept Clan Hadama in disarray through the years he servedas Clan Warchief. Despite his rich robes and stern-lookingsoldiers, he is all appearance and no substance. No, he mightmarch resolutely up the river, but the first suggestion ofan Anasati attack will send Benshai of the Chekowararunning south. Jiro will know the moment your estates nearSulan-Qu are unguarded since half of Benshai's courtesansare Chumaka's spies.'

 

An underlying vehemence in Arakasi's tone causedKamlio to straighten. Almost, she drew breath to addresshim, before a flush swept her cheeks. She glanced down inpainful embarrassment.

 

Mara noticed, slightly ahead of Lujan. She touched herForce Commander's wrist beneath the table to still thediscussion of weighty matters, and force the cross-currentof tension between Spy Master and ex-courtesan to developinto reaction.

 

Arakasi spoke first, a ring like barbarian iron beneathhis soft-spoken manner. 'I don't like the Lord of theChekowara's habits.' His distaste was plain as he added,'Young girls who are spies are a specialty of Chumaka's.Mara was once nearly killed by such a one. Her name wasTeani.' He paused, his eyebrows tipped upward in inquiry.'If you want to know anything of my thoughts, on this orany other subject, you have only to ask. Only, please leaveoff staring at me as if I were a book scroll, or a puzzle, orsome sort of talking pet.'

 

Kamlio started to her feet, confusion on her face. 'I don'tthink of you that way.' She seemed breathless, as if she hadbeen running. She started to bow, her mouth parted to askMara's leave to depart; but the bland expression on hermistress's face gave her no promise of quarter. She blinked,raised her chin, and looked at the Spy Master in wide-eyedvulnerability. 'I don't know what to ask you. I don't knowwhat to think of you. But you frighten me to the depths ofmy heart, there is truth.' Her soft almond eyes filled withtears. 'I am scared and I don't know why.'

 

For an instant the Spy Master and the girl confrontedeach other in tortured confusion. Lujan stayed riveted, hishand too tight on his sword.

 

After an unbearable second, Mara realised she must bethe one to break the tension. 'Kamlio, you fear because atlast you know what it is to have something to lose. Gonow, and find cold water, and wash your face.' As if thegirl had been bound by invisible strings that had been cut,

she bowed in grateful relief and hurried off around thecurtain into privacy. ~ ~

 

At the wounded look on Arakasi's face, Mara gave ayouthful grin. 'You're winning,' she whispered. 'The girlhas let you see into her feelings.'

 

Arakasi let his wrists fall limp across his knees. Strainedand transparent with hope, he said, 'You think so?'

Lujan burst into a broad laugh and gave the Spy Mastera comradely clap on the shoulder. 'Man, take my wordfor it. Most of us endure this nonsense when we are stillin boyhood, but your youth seems to have arrived laterthan most. Lady Mara's right. You'll have the lass in theblankets if only you're willing to show her a bit of you thatneeds her help.'

Arakasi sat with his brows peaked in comic puzzlement'What?'

 

'She has to see that you need her,' Mara offered.

When the Spy Master's mystified expression failed toclear, Lujan said, 'Gods, she's never seen you make amistake. You killed tong assassins, and lived; you madelove in her master's bed, and if you sweated, it was inpassion rather than fear. You touched her in ways fewmen could, I would wager, which means you were the firstperson alive who saw into her feelings. That frightened herbecause it meant that her beauty or her training failed, orthat you were too smart to succumb to her allure. A manin her arms is not supposed to be left with the wits tothink beyond his stiff organ. So she's scared. None ofher skills will avail her where you are concerned. She canwear no mask for protection. She is offered a man who canunderstand her, but whose feelings she can't read in return.Bedroom pleasures she's bored with, because caring for aman is outside her experience. She'll have to be led andshown. But for that, she must lose her awe of you. Trytripping on a stone and falling at her feet one day, and seeif she doesn't jump down beside you and start doctoringyour skinned knees.'

 

Mara said, 'For a lout who takes advantage of women,you can be surprisingly insightful, Lujan.'

 

While the Force Commander grinned, Arakasi said, 'I'llthink on it.'

 

'If you think even once with a woman, you're lost.' Lujangrinned. 'At least, no one I know has ever fallen in love

for logic.'

 

'Lujan's right,' Mara encouraged, innately aware of thetruth. Hokanu and she shared perfect understanding, aharmony of body and intellect. But with the headstrong,outspoken Kevin, who had argued with her, and sometimesmade her scream in frustration, she had known passionthat the years had not dimmed. For a moment her heartquickened at his memory - until a gust of smoky air swirledthrough the tent, reminding her of battle and the weightof today's problems that demanded immediate attention.'Send for our Adviser for War,' she said. 'We must makeplans for every contingency and do one thing until matterscome to a head. stay alive.'

 

The tent fell silent for a moment before anyone moved;wind carried the noise of an armed camp in the throes ofwhat could all too soon become a great war, or else acircle of cinders at a stroke from the Great Ones of theAssembly.

 

The squall passed, and the drip of wet trees mingledwith the shouts of officers directing their troops to setup camp. The armor worn by the warriors was withoutmarking; and the tents they labored to set, drab brown.To casual observation, there was nothing to distinguishthis company's encampment from thousands of others inkey locations throughout the Empire; except that this oneappeared to guard no crossroads, bridge or ford, or holdingof significance. Miles removed from the possibility of afight, this troop prepared to bed down id the tracklessforests at-four days' march to the northwest of Kentosani.

The discipline was no drill and far from slack as servantsand rank-and-file warriors labored to drive tent pegs andset ridgepoles. On a slight rise, beneath a stand of soddenevergreens, one man paced in agitation, while a shorter,leaner figure swathed in an oiled wool cape hopped at hisheels to keep up.

 

'How much longer must I wait?' Jiro snapped in exasperation.

 

A servant crossed his path and bowed. Jiro steppedaround; well accustomed to the master's dicey moodssince the armies had marched, the servant pressed hisface to wet leaf mold. 'Your command tent shall be readyshortly, my Lord.'

 

Jiro whirled, eyes narrowed in displeasure. 'I wasn'tspeaking to you!' While the wretch so addressed abasedhimself headlong in the mud to atone for his master'sdispleasure, the Lord of the Anasati switched his glare tothe First Adviser, who just then caught up to him. 'I said,how much longer?'

 

Chumaka brushed a water drop off the end of his nose.He looked smug, despite wet clothes and the day's marchthrough pathless wilderness. 'Patience, master. A wrongmove now will spoil the planning we have labored for-years to bring "about.'

 

'Don't talk circles around my question,' Jiro said, in notemper to suffer his First Adviser's rhetoric. 'I asked youhow long? We cannot leave siege engines in place aroundKentosani and keep them idle indefinitely. Every day thatpasses brings us risk: the Omechan Lord we have left incharge could grow restless, or pursue his ambitions onhis own. And delay only allows the Shinzawai forces tomarch that much closer to the aid of the Imperial Guard.We dare not presume that the Assembly will not be spyingon our actions. They could intervene, and forbid an attackat any time! What in the name of the gods, Chumaka, arewe waiting for?'

 

If the Anasati First Adviser was surprised by this tirade,he did no more than stop in his tracks.- His leathery featuresstayed expressionless, while Jiro kept pacing ahead. Sixenergetic steps later, the Lord finally noticed that theservant he had commanded to answer no longer flankedhim. He restrained himself from snarling a curse. As always,Chumaka had allowed for every contingency. Either Jiromust acknowledge his fidgeting by walking back for hisanswer, or he must command his First Adviser to returnto his side - and the distance between them was just wideenough that the master must raise his voice, showing allwithin earshot that he needed to assert himself to make apetty point.

 

Jiro might have shouted just to vent his spleen, but sincehe had an Omechan contingent as guest, he was forced tocapitulate and stride back to Chumaka.

 

Annoyed as he was for other reasons, this personal setbackleft no rancor. In fact, Jiro admired his First Adviser'sfinesse. A Lord who displayed nerves and temper had noinherent dignity; and one who aspired to an Emperor'scrown must learn to set insignificant irritations aside.Always the instructor, Chumaka was far too masterfullysubtle to issue a reproach before warriors and servants thatmight reveal his master's poor self-control.

 

It was just such traits that would make Chumaka the idealimperial adviser, Jiro mused with a curl to his lips that justmissed being a smile. His mood now much improved, heregarded his adviser, whose habitual stoop was emphasisedby the drag of his wet garments. 'Why should we grantMara more time to advance her interests? Your intelligenceconfirms that she intends to claim the golden. throne forJustin.'

 

Chumaka tapped his cheek with one finger, as thoughconsidering; but by the calculating glint in his eyes, Jiroknew he was under close observation. 'Master,' Chumakasaid presently, 'your command tent is prepared. I suggestwe discuss this issue inside, in comfort and privacy.'

Jiro laughed. 'You are slipperier than a fresh-caught fish,Chumaka. Well then, we shall dry off and the servants shallheat us tea. But after that, no more roundabout talk! By thegods, I will have my answer from you. And after all thesedelays and excuses, it had better be revealing!'

Now Chumaka smiled. He bobbed a quick, self-deprecatingbow. 'Master, have I ever failed to match my actions to yourdesires?'

His temper changeable as the wind-blown clouds overhead,Jiro answered through clenched teeth, 'Mare is stillalive. Bring me her head, and then I will agree that youhave not failed me.'

 

Not the least discomfited by what another man mightregard as a plain threat from the Lord of the Anasati,Chumaka said, 'Indeed, master, that is what I am workingmyself to achieve.'

 

'Hah!'Jiro moved through the gloomy woods toward thelargest tent. 'Don't try me, old man. You'd work yourself tothe bone for the sheer love of intrigue.'

 

Chumaka wrung out the hem of his dripping cloak andfollowed his master into the command tent. 'My Lord, itis a fine point, but if I should do such a thing for its ownsake, that would be vanity. The gods do not love such faultsin a man. Therefore, I work for the glory of your cause,my Lord, and there the matter ends. I am ever your loyalservant.

 

Jiro ended the discussion with a deprecating wave. Hepreferred his philosophy out of books, which did not haveChumaka's irritating tendency to belabor every issue halfto death.

 

The interior of the command tent was still in the process ofbeing set up. One lantern had been lit, and servantsbustled about unpacking cushions and hangings. From theoutside, Jiro's quarters might appear plain, but inside, heinsisted on his comforts, his fine silk tapestries, and twochests of book scrolls. Lately he had been reading up onobscure issues of law, imperial state functions, and preciselywhich ceremonies must be officiated by which priests of theTwenty Gods to make the crowning of an Emperor properin the eyes of heaven.

 

The reading had been tedious, made worse because thelanterns attracted bugs and cast poor light. The Lord ofthe Anasati snapped his fingers, and a boy body servantjumped to attend him. 'Remove my armor. See that allthe leather straps are oiled, so they do not dry stiff.' Jirowaited, statue-still, as he suffered the boy to undo the firstbuckles.

 

Although his high office allowed the attentions of aservant, Chumaka hated the pretension. He shucked hisdamp wool and found a seat. Jiro's silent, efficient housestaff had just brought him a steaming pot of tea when abuzzing sound cut the air.

 

'A Great One comes!' he called in warning.

 

Jiro jerked free of his last bracer and spun around, whilebehind him, to a man, his serving staff fell prone upon thefloor. As a gust fanned the tent, and the hangings rippledfrom their supporting poles, Chumaka set down the teapotand faded into the shadows toward the back of the tent.

The magician appeared in the center of the one rug thathad been unrolled from its bundle. His fiery red hair trailedout from under his hood, and he seemed not to care that hetrod over silk cushions as he approached the Lord of theAnasati. The eyes beneath his cowl were pale and sharpas they darted from side to side, and fixed at last on theLord who waited with his armor heaped at his feet.

'My Lord of the Anasati,' greeted Tapek of the Assemblyof Magicians. 'I am sent as delegate to command yourpresence in the Holy City. Troops have been deployed,and for the good of the Empire, the Assembly requires anaccounting to avert the outbreak of open war.'

Glad of the wet hair that concealed the fact that he wassweating, Lord Jiro raised his chin. He gave a perfectlydeferent bow. 'Your will, Great One. It shall not be the

Anasati who break your edict. But I make so bold as topoint out: if I go, who will see that Mara of the Acomaand her Shinzawai husband keep the edict against armedconflict?'

 

Tapek frowned. 'That is not your business, Lord Jiro! Donot presume to question.' Although the Great One was farfrom unsympathetic to the Anasati cause, he disliked theidea that any Lord dared to voice even token objection.But as Jiro bent his head in deference, Tapek relented.'The Lady Mara has been issued a like summons! She isalso commanded to appear in Kentosani. As you are, sheis given ten days' leave in which to do so! The day afterthe imperial mourning ends, you will both convene withmembers of the Assembly to state your cases.'

 

Jiro thought rapidly and repressed a smile of satisfaction.Ten days' fast march would barely be sufficient to allowMara to reach the Holy City. His position was closer, notwith his main army to the south as all would suppose, butin this secret location near Kentosani in preparation for hisplanned siege-Mara would need to scramble to meet theAssembly's demand, while he would have days of leewayto seek advantage. To cover the bent of his thinking, theAnasati Lord said, 'These are unstable times, Great One.Traveling the roads is not safe for any Lord, with every otherambitious noble stirring about with his army. Mara mayhave your sanction against attacking my personal train, butshe has other supporters and sympathisers. Many friends ofthe late Emperor have political cause to see me dead for myleadership of the traditionalist faction.'

 

'This is true.' Tapek gave a magnanimous gesture. 'Youare permitted to travel with an honor guard to ensureyour safety. When you reach the Holy City, you may takeone hundred warriors within the walls. Since the ImperialWhites still enforce order inside the city, that number shouldbe proof against assassins.'

 

Jiro bowed deeply. 'Your will, Great One.' He held hisdeferential pose through the buzzing sound that signaledTapek's departure. When he arose, he found Chumaka onceagain seated upon the cushions, dusting at the footprintsleft by the magician between sips of his tea. His mannerwas inscrutable, as if no great visitation had happened;except that a flush of unholy satisfaction colored the FirstAdviser's craggy face.

 

'Why are you so full of yourself?' Jiro demanded, halfsnatching the dry robe brought to him by his servant. TheLord stepped over his discarded armor and, checking to besure no grit sullied his personal cushion, sank cross-leggedacross from his adviser.

 

Chumaka set down his cup, reached for the teapot, andcalmly poured for his master. 'Send your runner to fetchin the Omechan heir.' The Anasati First Adviser handedhis master the tea, then rubbed his hands together inbright-eyed anticipation. 'Our plot ripens well, my Lord!In fact, all unknowing, the Assembly has helped it along!'

Jiro took the cup as if it were filled with foul-tastingmedicine. 'You equivocate again,' he warned; but he knewbetter than to stall in sending his runner off on the errandChumaka suggested.

 

As the messenger boy left, Jiro peered at his adviser overthe rim of his teacup, then took a sip. 'We will be insidethe walls of Kentosani in four days with one hundred ofmy best fighting men,' he allowed. 'What else do you havebrewing in that head of yours?' -,

 

'Great deeds, master.' Chumaka raised a hand and tickedoff points on his fingers. 'We will leave this camp and setoff for Kentosani, in strict compliance with the Great Ones'summons. Next, assuming Mara acts in compliance - that'ssafe, since if she doesn't, she's as good as dead by the handof the Assembly, and we have won - anyway assuming sheis no fool, while she is still many days' march to the southof Kentosani, we are inside the walls and covertly preparedfor a raid on the Imperial Precinct.' Chumaka grinned, andtapped his ring finger. 'The Omechan Force Commander,meantime, acts on his Lord's orders and begins the siege

of the Holy City, as we have planned all along. But here isthe change for the better, courtesy of the Assembly: you,my master, are innocent of this attack, being inside thewalls. If the magicians protest the breaking of the imperialpeace, you cannot be implicated. After all, you cannot beexpected to answer for a popular move to set you on thethrone. But alas for the Imperial Whites, the old wallsprove weak indeed. They are breached, and a war hostinvades the streets.'

 

Chumaka's eyes sparkled. Less excitable, ever cynicallycautious, Jiro set down his tea. 'Our allies under Omechanbreak into the Imperial Precinct,' he responded. 'Mare'schildren suffer an unfortunate accident, and lo, the imperialmourning ends, and there is a new Emperor upon the goldenthrone by the time Lady Mara arrives in Kentosani, and hisname is Jiro.'

 

Now Jiro's faintly underlying scorn surfaced to outrightirritation. 'First Adviser, your ideas have several flaws, if Imay point them out?'

 

Chumaka inclined his head, his enthusiasm like bankedcoals that at any moment might ignite a bonfire. 'Mara,'he second:guessed. 'I have not accounted for the Acomabitch that you want dead so badly.'

 

'Yes, Mara!' Tired of his adviser's conversations, whichat times seemed convoluted as his shah tactics, Jiro ventedhis annoyance. 'What about her?'

 

'She will be dead.' Chumaka let a dramatic pause developas he shifted his haunches to allow a servant behind him tospread another carpet on the tent floor. Then he said, 'Doyou think the Assembly would stay its hand if her troopswere to attack your main army by Sulan-Qu?'

 

This time, Jiro caught his drift. 'The Great Ones will killher for me!' He leaned forward, almost slopping the tea onthe table. 'But that's brilliant. You think we can goad herinto attacking?'

 

Chumaka smiled in satisfaction and poured himself asecond cup of tea. Through the dimness of the tent, histeeth gleamed. 'I know so,' he allowed. 'Her children'slives are at stake, and she is a woman. She will risk allto defend her babies, depend on it. And unless she calls anattack, your troops in the south will break camp and marcharound her lines to support your newly established rule bycontrolling the lands outside the walls of Kentosani. Thisher clever Spy Master will tell her with absolute certainty,for it will be the truth.'

 

Bemused by the implications, Jiro mirrored his FirstAdviser's smile. 'The magicians will be busy chastisingMara, while I seize the golden throne. Of course, we maylose all of our Anasati army, but that will not ultimatelymatter. The Acoma will be obliterated, and I will be leftwith the highest honor in all the Empire. Five thousandImperial Whites will answer to me then, and all Lords willbow to my will.'

 

The tent flap opened, interrupting Jiro's enrapturedspeculation. His face went expressionless at once as heturned to see who entered.

 

A young man ducked through the doorway, stridingbriskly. His armor, also, was unmarked, but his snub noseand flat cheeks identified him unmistakably as a scion ofthe Omechan. 'You called for me, Lord Jiro?' he demandedin an arrogant alto.

 

The Lord of the Anasati arose, still slightly flushed withexcitement. 'Yes, Kadamogi. You will return to your fatherat speed, and tell him the hour has come. Five days fromnow, he will attack Kentosani using the siege engines I haveprovided.'

 

Kadamogi bowed. 'I will tell him. Then you will holdto the vow you made for our support, my Lord of theAnasati - when the golden throne is yours, your first actas Emperor will be to restore the High Council, and to seean Omechan reclaim the white and gold as Warlord!'Jiro's lip curled in barely suppressed distaste. 'I amhardly senile, to have forgotten my promise to your father:so quickly.' Then, as the young Omechan noble stiffenedwith the beginnings of affront, the Anasati Lord addedplacatingly, 'We waste time. Take my best litter, and myfastest bearers to see you on your errand. For myself, I mustconsult with my Force Commander to oversee dispositionof my honor guard.'

 

'Honor guard?' Kadamogi's heavy features darkened inconfusion. 'Why should you need an honor guard?'

In a mercurial change of mood, Jiro laughed. 'I marchalso upon Kentosani, and by order of the Assembly. TheGreat Ones have summoned me there to offer an accountingconcerning deployment of my troops!'

 

Kadamogi's face cleared as he gave back a deep-cheatedchuckle. 'That's rich. Very. And our plot to restore the HighCouncil is nearly a foregone conclusion.'

 

Now Jiro gestured in animated anticipation. 'Indeed. Thesiege will be short, having help from the inside, and the sup"porters of the Good Servant will be set upon by the Assembly.'Glee touched his tone as he finished, 'The magicians will killMara for us. Servant of the Empire she may be, but she willdie in magic flames, roasted like a haunch of meat!'

Kadamogi's fat lips stretched into a smile. 'We should:drink a glass of wine to that ending, before I leave, yes?'

'A fine idea!' Jiro clapped for his servants, and onlynoticed in passing that the cushions where Chumaka hadsat were no longer occupied. The empty teacup on the tablewas gone also, leaving no sign that the First Adviser hadbeen there at all.

 

That man is more devious than the God of Tricks himself,Jiro thought; and then the wine came, and he settled downto an evening of camaraderie with the heir to the Omechanmantle.

Outside the command tent, in the drizzle as evening fell,a shadowy form moved through the trees. Over one arm,Chumaka carried the oiled wool cape haste had not allowedhim to don. As he walked briskly toward the tent thathoused the Anasati messenger runners, he appeared to becounting on his fingers. But it was not sums he mutteredin a monotone under his breath.

 

'Those leftover warriors who were of the Minwanabi,and who did not swear to Mara, now - yes, it is time forthem to earn their keep, I think. A precaution, yes, just incase Mara slips through the grasp of the Assembly. Sheis clever. We cannot suppose we know all the details ofher inner council. That time she supposedly spent in thetemple in seclusion has yet to be adequately explained.How could she be there, then suddenly be upon her ownestates .. . ?'

 

Chumaka hurried on, not tripping over roots or blunderinginto trees, though it was very dark, and the camp wasstrange. Preoccupied as he seemed, he stepped cleanly overguy lines and tent pegs, while he finished formulating hisbackup plan. 'Yes, we must have sets of armor lacqueredin Acoma green for these men, and have them insinuatethemselves into the Lady's honor guard - at least, theywill stay in hiding until the last minute, when the Lady

is on the run, and then they will slip in among herwarriors and slaughter her defenders. Posing as loyalAcoma, they can either capture her and turn her overto the Black Robes, or take their pleasure and kill herthemselves, in revenge for the Minwanabi master whoseline she obliterated. Yes ... that would be the thing.'Chumaka reached the compound where the messengers'tent was set. He startled a sentry as he stepped outof the gloom, and nearly received a sword thrust tothe chest. /

 

'Gods save us from our own men!' he exclaimed,bounding back and throwing up his bundled cloak tocatch the blade. 'It's Chumaka, you blind fool! Now findme a messenger who is fresh, and quickly, before I decide:to report your incompetence to the master.'

 

The soldier bobbed his head in fearful deference, for itwas known that any who displeased the First Adviser cameto unfortunate straits. He ducked into the messengers' tent,while behind him, in gently falling rain, Chumaka resumeshis.singsong musing.

 

27

 

Defiance

 

The palanquin jolted.

 

Mara snapped awake at the thump, disoriented by theclose confines, until she remembered.- She was not in hertent, but on the road, answering the summons by theAssembly to appear in the Holy City. For two days nowshe had been traveling at speed in her most ornate, formalpalanquin, changing the thirty bearers required to lift themonstrous thing in shifts, and eating on the move. It wasnight; she knew not what hour.

 

Light breeze stirred the curtains, smelling of rain, asKeyoke, who sat across from her, leaned out. Althoughstill muddled with the aftereffects of sleep, she could hearby the tone of her Adviser for War as he exchanged wordswith someone outside that a problem had arisen.

She pushed herself upright on her cushions. 'What passes,Keyoke?'

 

The old man ducked back inside the palanquin. By thelight cast by the oil lamp hanging from a ring overhead, hisface more than ever seemed chiseled from seamed granite.

'Trouble,' Mara surmised.

 

Keyoke returned a curt nod. 'A messenger sent by Arakasibrings ill news.' Then, well aware such detail was noafterthought, he added, 'The man met us on cho-ja back.'

Mara felt her heart thud in raw fear. 'Gods, what's gonewrong?'

 

The elderly campaign veteran knew best how to break thenews cleanly. 'Jiro's location is at last made known. He wasnot with the Anasati troops, as we supposed. He is aheadof us, by now just over one day's march from Kentosani.'

Mara slumped back, crushed by the sudden ebb of hope.'That leaves him five days in which to wreak mischiefunopposed, since that doddering fool Lord Frasai saw fitto send Hoppara of the Xacatecas home after the Emperor'smurder.'

 

'Mistress,' Keyoke interrupted in worried tones, 'that'snot all.'

 

Distracted by horrible images of possible death for herchildren, Mara forced herself to track the immediate issue.Seeing the grave expression on Keyoke's face, she surmisedthe worst: 'Jiro's siege engines.' Her tone was dulled by thescope of a disaster that seemed to widen by the second.

Keyoke gave back the clipped nod he used during battlecouncils. 'The attack on the walls is poised to begin, andArakasi has discovered that our efforts at sabotage havefailed. The toy maker's plans we labored to implement werenever set in place. Presumably, the engineers we sent wereapprehended and put to death, and false reports of theirsuccess sent back through your network. Arakasi could sayonly that the assault against Kentosani's walls will occurwithout mishap, under Omechan colors. Once Jiro is safely;inside the Imperial Precinct, his hands will seem clean. His comingbid for the golden throne could legitimately bejustified as an attempt to restore the peace.'

Mara bit her lip hard enough to hurt. 'He's not in theImperial Precinct yet?'

 

Keyoke's expression stayed wooden. 'Not yet. But themessenger's news is not fresh, and much can have happenedsince he rushed south.'

 

'We are not ready for this!' Mara burst out. 'Gods, howcould we be ready for this?' Her voice shook with despair.Ever since her return from Thuril, calamitous events seemedto be trampling over her with unrelenting speed. Fate wascruel, to thrust her into conflict unprepared, when she hadthe means to avert total ruin so nearly within her grasp. If

::

 

only she had a peaceful interval in which to plan, and set touse the advantages she held in the presence of the Chakahamages!

 

'Mistress?' Keyoke prompted gently.

 

Aware her silence had stretched too long, Mara madeherself rally. 'We are already lost, in all likelihood, but Icannot let go without a fight. If I fail to act, my childrenwill soon be killed, and without them, my line ends withme.' Forcing resolution in her voice, she added, 'I would notsee my faithful servants left in heaven's disfavor, without amistress, as I go meekly to answer Emperor Jiro's justice.'

'All would rather perish fighting in Acoma service thanlinger as grey warriors,' Keyoke allowed.

 

Mara repressed a violent shiver. 'Then we are agreedthat the circumstances are extreme.' She leaned forwardand whipped back the curtains of the palanquin. 'Lujan!'she called.

 

The Acoma Force Commander snapped her a salute,droplets flying from his plumes. 'Your will, my Lady.'

'Send the bearers off at a distance and order them torest,' Mara said crisply. 'When they are settled out ofearshot, deploy my honor guard in defensive circle aroundthe palanquin. Then I would have Arakasi's messenger, thecho-ja who bore him, Saric, Incomo, and yourself reportto me. We must hold council at once, and make immediatedecisions.'

 

Her orders were carried out with dispatch, despitethe darkness and the rain. Mara spent the interval infurious thought, while Keyoke considerately tied back thecurtains to allow her chosen advisers to gather around

the palanquin. As the sides were opened to the night, thelantern light pooled on the cushions, fading with distanceas it washed a ring of familiar faces. Beyond them, the darkwas absolute.

 

Mara regarded each of her officers, from Keyoke, whomshe had known since her girlhood, to Saric, promotedyoung man to his post of First Adviser, to Incomo, reprieved.from an enemy prisoner's fate of death or slavery. Allgiven her miracles, in their time of service. Now she foundherself forced to ask more, to demand, in fact, that s.of them lay down their lives. There was no timerecriminations, no moment even to dwell upon sentimentExpediency was paramount, and so she gave out what sheexpected might be her last commands to them in this lifeher voice tersely emotionless. To allow her feelings to showwas to invite emotional breakdown.

 

First she addressed the cho-ja, who was to her imperfectlyeducated eye an elderly worker. 'First, and most important,your Queen has my thanks for the loan of your services.'

The cho^-ja worker inclined its head. 'My services werepurchased, Lady Mara.'

 

'Your Queen has my gratitude in addition to monetarypayment. Let her know if you have means.' Mara pausedand heard the thin, high-pitched buzzing that signalledcho-ja communication When the sound ceased, she ask'Is it meet that I ask questions of you, good worker? ~may I request of you another labor, without compromisingyour body's need of rest?'

 

Again the cho-ja inclined its head. 'The night air is mild,Lady Mara. I have no need of rest unless it turns cold. Stateyour needs.'

 

Mara sighed in barely perceptible relief. One snobstruction less lay before her. 'I require my Force Commander,Lujan, carried south at speed to rejoin my armynear the city of Sulan-Qu. He must travel in utmost haste.my line's survival depends upon it.'

 

'My cPrvir~ is yours. the cho-ja intoned 'I will bear yourofficer willingly.'

 

'Should I survive' the Queen of your hive may demanddebt of me,' Mara said in sincere appreciation. 'I wouldalso ask that you give my adviser Saric clear instructionson the location of the cho-ja hive entrance nearest ourpresent position.' As the Cho-ja worker inclined its headin acquiescence, Mara added, 'Saric, go with him. Learnwhere the hive is; select ten soldiers from my retinue whocan move quickly; and also borrow for me a partial suitof armor that will let me pass as a warrior in the dark.'

Saric gave a hasty bow and left the circle. One face fewer,Mara thought; she swallowed hard. -The next order she hadto deliver became the more difficult. 'Lujan?'

Her Force Commander leaned forward, his hair raked inwet streaks at his temples, and his hand resting upon hissword. 'Pretty Lady, what is your desire?'

 

His tone was rakish. Mara suppressed a half-laugh,half-sob. 'I require the impossible, soldier.' She forced asmile. 'Though, gods know, you already gave me as muchin the challenge circle in Chakaha.'

 

Lujan gave a deprecating wave. His eyes also seemed toobright for the dimness of the lantern light. 'Say on, Lady.There is no need for hesitation between us - particularlyafter Chakaha.'

 

Mara suppressed a tremor of nerves. 'Force Commander,I require you to rejoin my army in the south, Should theAnasati forces attempt to break their lines and moveanywhere, north, east or west, you will commit all ofour companies and engage Lord Jiro's. Fight them to astandstill; keep them from joining their master in the HolyCity. When the Black Robes arrive to chastise you, forestalltheir wrath in any manner that you can.' Now she pausedto gather the force of will to keep control. 'Lujan, I askthat you dedicate the lives of the Acoma warriors to thelast man before you allow Lord Jiro's army to travel onestep closer to Kentosani.'

 

Lujan slapped a hand over his heart in salute. 'Lady Mara,you have my solemn word. Either your army shall prevail,or I will wage such close war that the Black Robes mustannihilate us all, Anasati and Acoma both.' He bent hishead in a swift bow and straightened. 'For your honor,my Lady.'

 

And then he, too, was swallowed up by the night. TheLady of the Acoma scrubbed her fingers over her faceShe felt clammy, whether from mist or sweat she did notknow. If Lujan survives this, and we should meet again,Mara vowed, I will give him a reward such as his dreamscannot encompass. But only if Justin sat on the goldenthrone could any of them have a prayer of survival. Evenshould the Acoma prevail, Lujan might be beyond reward,for no one who defied the Assembly survived; no one. Mararaised her chin and phrased the question that had to beasked. 'Keyoke, ever faithful grandfather of my heart, doyou see any other option?'

 

He looked at her, hard-bitten from his years on fields ofbattle. 'I see none, daughter of my heart. To yield up to yourenemy the life of your innocent son would save nothing. IfJiro ascends the golden throne, our lives and Acoma honorare as dust. What matter if the Assembly burns us to ashesfirst?' He smiled with the humor only soldiers facing deathcan muster. 'Should we die with honor, we shall be known tohistory as the only house willing to challenge the Assembly.That is no mean accomplishment.'

 

Mara fixed her gaze straight ahead. Alternatives did notexist. Now she must forge ahead, with the last order;the hardest of all to deliver. 'Keyoke, Incomo.' Her voicefaltered. She jammed taut hands into her lap and willedherself to believe in a strength that was all false bravado.'From here our ways must part. You must go on withthe palanquin and the honor guard. Keep on the road toKentosani, and behave as if nothing untoward has occurredThis may seem a small service compared to the deed I haveassigned to Lujan. But I say in deepest truth, your task mayprove the most important. The Black Robes must not guessthat my path has diverged until the latest possible instant.Your lives are precious to me, and to the continuance ofHouse Acoma. But no Lady of my rank would journey toa meeting with magicians in the Holy City without her mostvalued senior staff Your presence is essential to keep upproper appearances. On this the chance of saving Kasumaand Justin must depend.'

 

'Mara-anni.' Keyoke used the gentle diminutive of herchildhood. 'Set aside your fear. For myself, I am an oldman. The friends who might remember my youth aremostly in Turakamu's halls, and if the gods are kind andgrant my dearest wish, I would ask to meet the Red Godmany years ahead of you.' Keyoke paused, then, almostas afterthought, he broke into a fond smile. 'My Lady, Iwould have you know this. You have taught me the truemeaning of a warrior's creed. Any man can die fightingenemies. But the real test of honor for a man is to live andlearn to love himself. In my long life, I have accomplishedmany deeds. But it took your gift of an adviser's post toshow me the meaning of my accomplishments.' A suspectshining adorned Keyoke's eyes as he gave his Lady his finalrequest. 'Mistress, by your leave, I request permission tohelp Saric select the ten warriors who will accompany youin your flight to Kentosani.'

 

Beyond words, Mara inclined her head, concealing hersudden tears as Keyoke delved among the cushions for hiscrutch, and arose. He swung himself off into the dark, erectas he had been in youth, and with the same dedication thathad seen him through a lifetime of wars. When Mara at lastfound the courage to raise her head, he was gone from sight;

but she heard his voice demanding the loan of a sword andhelm from the spare supplies.

 

'Dammit,' he said, borrowing a swearword from

Midkemia when someone suggested he should ride inthe palanquin in dignified comfort. 'I shall go armed,and on my feet, and any man who dares to suggest otherwisecan cross swords with me and earn himself a

 

beating!'

 

Mara sniffed. Only two faces remained of her innercircle: Arakasi's messenger, who was a virtual stranger,and Incomo, whom she had scarcely come to know aswell as the others who had worn Acoma colors longer. Thefine-boned, stooped old adviser had seen service with twohouses, and the obliteration of one master at Mara's hand.And yet he did not seem awkward as he faced the mistresshe had sworn to serve. Though he was a tentative man, hisvoice was now unusually strong. 'Lady Mara, know thatI have come to love and respect you. I leave you with allthat I can give: my counsel, poor though it is. I charge you,for the good of the Empire we both revere, to hold to yourgoals. Seize the golden throne ahead of Jiro, and knowabsolutely that you do right by this land and its people.'He smiled shyly. 'I, who once faithfully served your mostbitter enemy, was given more honor and joy in your servicethan I could have imagined any man might know. When Iserved the Minwanabi, I did so for duty, and the honor ofmy house. Had Tasaio been defeated by any other ruler, Iwould have died a slave, so I know first hand the value ofyour principles. The changes you labor for are just. Make:Justin Emperor, and rule well and wisely. You have mydevotion and my everlasting gratitude.'

 

Awkward of body as he was with emotions, Incomoarose. He gave a deep bow, and another shy smile, then hastenedaway to fill Saric's ears with last-minute advice,

whether or not it was wanted.

 

Mara swallowed past a tightness in her throat. She:regarded Arakasi's messenger, who seemed weary enoughto fall asleep on the cushions without the bother of lyingdown first. 'Can you tell me whether the news you brought ~has also been sent to my husband?' she asked gently, hatingto disrupt his peace.

 

The man blinked and roused. 'Mistress, Lord Hokanuwill have heard ahead of you, since he was closer toKentosani. Arakasi dispatched other couriers to carryword to the Shinzawai when the first in our relay wassent to you.'

 

Mara longed to know what Hokanu had done when theugly news reached his ears. She might never learn; or shemight live to regret the final knowledge. For whether ornot she had made her husband's life forfeit by her ordersto Lujan, which were in blatant disregard of the Assembly'sedict, in her heart she suspected that her husband wouldnever allow Jiro to reach the sanctuary of Kentosani.Revenge for his murdered father would not permit, andin addition, the life of his heir was at stake. Hokanu wouldserve his honor and attack, Mara thought, whether or nothe had a prayer of success.

 

She regarded the exhausted messenger and delivered herlast instruction, which she hoped would give him hisbest chance at life. 'You will leave this company,' shecommanded in an iron tone. Instantly the messenger wasalert and listening closely to her commands. 'You will goat once, and you will swear to me that you will not stopuntil you have reached the next courier in your relay. Youmust send the following instructions to Arakasi: tell him toseek out his happiness. He will know where to find it, andif he demurs, tell him that is my injunction as his mistress,and his honor requires he obey.'

 

Fully awake now, the messenger bowed. If he found themessage odd, he simply assumed it was but another clevercode. 'Your will, my Lady.' He arose and stepped off intothe dark.

 

Alone in the palanquin, Mara released the curtain ties.The fine silk fell with a sigh of sound, affording her a raremoment of privacy as she buried her face in her hands. Thereprieve she had won in Chakaha now seemed futile. Hadshe died there, the outcome would still be the same: herson's life sacrificed for Jiro's ambition. She wondered inself-pity whether fate might have treated her differently if,so many years past, she had not slighted Jiro by choosingBuntokapi for her husband.

 

Was this snarled, vicious political mess the gods' vengeancefor her vanity? Was she being punished for her selfish,all-consuming drive to keep her family's name and honor,begun with the sacrifice of a man's life? She had wedBuntokapi only to see him die as a result of her scheming.Had he silently cursed the Acoma name, in the momenthe had fallen on his sword? Mara felt a chill coursethrough her flesh. Perhaps things were all foreordained,:,and her remaining children would die as Ayaki had, as

pieces sacrificed in the Game of the Council.

 

Mara's shoulders spasmed as she choked back a sob.Over the years, each move of the Great Game drovethe stakes higher. Now nothing less than an Emperor'sthrone would ensure the safety of her family. To protecther children, she must change the course of the Empire'shistory, and discard long centuries of tradition. She feltfrail and vulnerable, and the feeling of beaten desperationwould not leave her. Then her moment of soul searchingended; she had no further chance to ponder if she wouldsurvive to greet her children on this side of the Wheel ofLife as Saric returned to the palanquin with an armload ofborrowed armor.

 

'My Lady?'he queried softly. 'We will need to make haste.The nearest cho-ja hive is a day and a half distant. If we areto have a prayer of reaching Kentosani in time enough tomatter, we dare not delay for a second.'

 

Her Adviser wore armor himself, Mara realised. Observantalmost to a fault, he caught her glance of surprise as heknelt to help her arm. 'I was a soldier once,' he reminded.'I can be so again - I've not let my swordwork becomeentirely lax. That is all to our advantage. A small companyof fast-marching warriors must perchance draw less notice whenthey are not accompanied by a man clad in robes ofhigh office, don't you think?'

 

Saric's habit of speaking in questions did have the effectof drawing the mind away from insoluble problems. Forcedto respond despite her worry, Mara conceded the wisdomof the disguise.

 

'Gods preserve us, we may need an extra sword beforeall is said and done.' Saric expertly applied himself to thebuckles of Mara's breastplate, while, with false appearanceof normality, the company's water boy made his roundswith his bucket and dipper, as he would through a naturalpause for rest.

 

Lujan slid off the cho-ja, his body leaving streaks in thedust that caked its carapace. He staggered slightly fromstiff muscles, and was caught and steadied by the fastreactions of the sentry standing guard outside the commandtent. 'Where is Force Leader Irrilandi?' the Acoma ForceCommander croaked through his parched throat. 'I bringorders from Lady Mara.' ~

 

The Patrol Leader on day duty arrived breathless, havingseen the cho-ja race in. After one glance at his exhaustedcommanding officer, he assisted Lujan to take a seat ona cushion in the shade. 'Irrilandi is out with the scoutpatrol. There has been movement reported among LordJiro's troops. He went to see for himself,' he summed up.

'Send our swiftest runner to fetch him back,' Lujancommanded. Servants rousted from the command tentby the day sentry arrived with cool water and towels.

Lujan accepted a drink, then waved them off to undertakethe task of seeing the cho-ja who had carried him madecomfortable. His voice stronger since the dust was washedfrom his throat, he added, 'Whatever the creature requires,see that its needs are promptly met.'

 

The servants bowed and backed off, to crowd aroundthe tired cho-ja. Lujan knuckled the aching muscles of histhighs, speaking fast, and like a swirl in a deep current thesurrounding encampment heaved into motion in response.

While runners dashed off to convene a meeting of officers,and begin the process of a main muster, Lujan summonedthe highest-ranking warrior at hand and directed at him arapid-fire string of questions.

 

The officer's answers were direct, and as he used hissword to trace out the deployment of the enemy troops,Lujan also perceived the emerging pattern that had concernedIrrilandi.

 

'Jiro's troops have gathered to march,' he summed up.

'You see that, too,' the officer's worried eyes followedhis Force Commander's hands, which had tightened fiercelyon his sword hilt. 'Though the gods alone know why theAnasati Lord would issue such a command. His war hostcan't attack our holdings or our force without invoking thewrath of the Black Robes.'

 

Lujan looked up abruptly. 'I have news. Jiro has startedhis bid to take the throne in Kentosani. Though cursed if Ican figure how word traveled so swiftly from his position inthe north to the Anasati Force Commander in the field.'

The scout rubbed sweat from his face. 'That I can answer.He has birds.'

 

Lujan raised his eyebrows. 'What?'

 

'Birds,' the scout insisted. 'Imported from Midkemia.They are trained to fly to a homing point, with a messagescroll fastened to their leg. They are called pigeons. Ourarchers shot two of them down, but others got past.'

'The messages were in cipher?' Lujan asked, then answeredhimself 'None of Arakasi's decoding patterns translated?'The scout leader gave a nod indicating that the Anasaticodes were still unbroken.

 

Lujan forced his aching body to obey his will, and stand,

and walk. 'Accompany me,' he ordered the scout leader; tothe duty officer he added, 'When Irrilandi arrives, have himmeet me in the command tent over the sand table.'

The dimness inside the pavilion offered no relief; the rainhad ended, and the sun beating down on its hide roof heatedthe air to steaming closeness. Lujan unstrapped his helm.He splashed the dregs of his water cup over his alreadysweat-drenched hair. Then, rubbing salty droplets from hiseyelashes, he leaned on the rim of the sand table. 'Theseare accurate?' he asked in reference to the rows of coloredsilk flags and troop markers.

 

'Updated this morning,' the scout replied.

 

Silence fell. From outside, the commotion of warriorsrushing to muster filtered through the tent walls andhangings; as fine a commander as any in the Empire,Lujan kept his ears tuned to their activities while his eyesroved the sand table in swift assessment.

 

'there,' he announced presently, his dusty hands reachingand rearranging whole companies of markers at a sweep.'The Plain of Nashika. That is where we will take him.'

The scout gasped in fear and turned pale. 'We attackLord Jiro? Force Commander, what of the Black Robes?'

Lujan never paused as he manipulated markers. 'TheBlack Robes shall do as they will. But by our Lady's order,we attack. If we hesitate, or fail her, every man in this armywill be masterless, grey warriors cursed by the gods.'

The tent flap slapped back, admitting a swirl of dustand the long-striding figure of Force Leader Irrilandi. Leanand toughened as cured bark, the older man jerked off hisgauntlets and positioned himself at the sand table oppositehis superior officer. He wasted no word of greeting, butswept a glance that missed nothing across the changeddeployment of markers. 'We will attack, then,' he surmised,his typically bitten-off speech animated by a lilt of pleasure.'Good. At first light, I presume?'

 

Lujan looked up, a hardness to him that his mistresshad seen only once, and that in the moment before he hadentered the challenge circle in Chakaha. 'Not at first light,'Lujan corrected. 'Today, immediately after nightfall.'

Irrilandi grinned voraciously. 'Darkness will offer nocover. You won't deceive any Black Robes.'

 

'No,' Lujan agreed. 'But we might have the satisfactionof spilling as much Anasati blood as we can before dawncomes. Let the Great Ones find out what's happened afterthey stir from their sleep and view the result of our night'sactivities.'

 

Irrilandi studied the sand table. 'Plain of Nashika? A goodchoice.'

 

'Tactics?' Lujan queried back tersely. 'I would have youropinion before we meet with our officers and commit toengagement.'

 

Now Irrilandi gave back a chuckle. 'Fight a wide,sprawling battle, one with many small forces and multiplevectors of attack. We have enough numbers, and gods know,we can field dozens upon dozens of messengers to ferryorders and information back and forth. No single arrowpoint of attack this time, with feints and false deployment;a swarm of arrow points striking at scores of places alongthe line!'

 

Lujan paused in puzzled assessment, then caught hisForce Leader's drift. He threw back his head and laughedin admiration. 'You crafty old son of a harulth! That's thebest advice I've heard in all my years of service. Create asmuch confusion as possible, so maybe we can steal timeand inflict as much damage as possible!'

 

'If we're going to force the Assembly to incinerate us, letus take enough of the enemy into the halls of Turakamu

to cause a great song of honor.' Irrilandi looked up witha deadpan expression that could make Keyoke at his mostunresponsive seem animated. 'Let's hope it works. Godspity us, it's a flimsy enough countermeasure to stack againstthe aroused might of the magicians.'

 

The afternoon passed in flurried activity, mostly overseen

by Force Leader Irrilandi as Lujan stole his last chance to

catch up on sleep. Although the orders that were given

amounted to a virtual death sentence, no man amongMara's thousands shirked his part. To die was Tsurani,and to meet the Red God in battle, the finest accolade of the

warrior. If the Acoma name continued, and rose in prestige

~and power, the better were a man's chances of earninghigher station on the next turn of the Wheel of Life.

It was ironic, Lujan thought as he rose and ate a hastymeal at sundown, that the very traditions and beliefs that

lent these warriors incentive were the ones that Marawould change, should Justin survive to be the Nations'next Light of Heaven. Some of the officers knew of this

twist of fate; if anything, they worked the harder. If awarrior had one recurrent nightmare, it was to waken one

day and find himself still alive and taken captive by anenemy. Officers were traditionally killed, but an unusually

cruel victor might keep them alive to toil as slaves with nopossibility of reprieve. If Mara would discontinue the gloryof bloody death in battle, she would equally eradicate thedegradation of slavery that ground a man down regardless

of his talents or his merit.

 

Sunset washed the sky gold and copper, then deepenedinto starlit night. Mara's warriors assumed their finalformation at the edge of the Plain of Nashika under coverof darkness. The command to engage the enemy, when themoment came, was silent.

 

No horns sounded, drums beat no tattoos, and warriorsdid not shout their mistress's name or any other Acomabattle cry. The start of the greatest conflict of succession tobe fought in Tsuranuanni began without the fanfares thattraditionally accompanied a war.

 

The only warning that the massed army of the Anasatihad was the thunderous pounding of thousands of feet asthe Acoma forces charged. For once the Anasati were notserved by Chumaka's superior intelligence; he had madethe obvious conclusion: the Acoma war host must bepositioning themselves for a dawn attack.

 

when the night resounded with the crash of swords, andthe cries of the fatally wounded. The fighting was viciousand without quarter. Within the first hour, the groundbecame churned to muck, watered red by the blood ofthe fallen. Lujan and Irrilandi took turns overseeing theaction on a raised hillock, moving counters across thesand table under a pool of lantern light as messengerscame and went with reports. Orders were dispatched andformations advanced, or retreated and drew the enemy intopockets. Ground was won and lost, and won back againat crippling cost in lives. The dusty floor beneath the tablebecame littered with counters as Force Leader and ForceCommander cast away colored pins to account for losses,which were ruinous, as though every man fought withberserk energy, the better to court the known death by thesword, rather than risk perishing in magic-born flames.

Each of Mara's two senior commanders rode out in turnson the cho-ja worker to bolster the morale of the troops, or todraw sword and lend an arm in the fighting to stiffen a ~line where needed. . .

 

The moon rose, bathing the struggle in copper-gold light. ;'The fighting broke up into knots, where the lines were thin,with men shouting the names of Mara or Jiro to make theirloyalties known. Armor colors became one in the dark, andfriend was near impossible to distinguish from foe. Swordsgrew dark with blood, and a warrior had to rely upon histraining to keep his Stroke true; the eye could not track thespeed of swordplay with every blade dulled by gore.

Dawn came, dUI]e~d by a pall of fog and dust. The ~wideplain was littered with bodies, trampled by the contentionof the l~nng. Swords cracked under the stress of thrust andparry, and dead mens blades saw fresh action.

 

Lujan stood brace" against the sand table, knuckling gritfrom his eyes. 'They have lost more than we, but I'd guessthat our dead number scarcely three hundred fewer than theAnasati'. Aware of a stinging wrist, but not remembering theswordcut that had Parted the skin, Lujan focused with aneffort on the sand table. If the troops were pared down bylosses, the fighting PatternS had, if anything, grown morecomplex through the last hours.

 

To Irrilandi he Concluded, 'If the cho-ja is willing toundertake another errand, have it bear you to our westernline. Pull off half a Company and use it to relieve the pressureon companieS under Strike Leader Kanaziro.' He pointedto the center of the line, where the bloodiest fighting hadtaken place.

 

Irrilandi snapped off a salute and departed to speak withthe cho-ja; after a few words, the creature scuttled awaywith the Force Leader on its back. ~

 

Lujan leaned tiredly against the sand table. He wonderedwhere Mara was: whether she had reached the cho-jatunnels in safety, or if not, whether the Black Robeswould overtake her without his knowing. Justin couldhave inherited the Acoma mantle already, with none ofthe Acoma senior Staff aware of a change in succession.The end might already have come, while on the Plain ofNashika men fought and died in futility.

 

Such thinking was Poisonous, the product of stress and

fatigue; Lujan forced himself to attend to the markers onthe chart table, and to listen to yet another scout reportingin with word of still another change in the lines. Jiro's armyhad lost ground this time. Five minutes later, the hillock inquestion would be lost again, as it had been in turns througha seemingly endless night. Lujan realised by the shadow thatpooled under his hand that the sun was now fully risen andclimbing higher in the sky.

 

He felt a breeze against his neck, and almost as afterthought,realised that the buzzing noise in his ears was nonatural effect of exertion on too little sleep. Turning, hesaw three men in black robes materialise a few feet away.

The youngest stepped briskly forward, his thin, highcheekbonedface solemn. 'Force Commander,' he announced,

'I seek your mistress.'

 

Lujan sank into a bow, awe mixed with fear on his face.Clearing his throat of dust, he spoke the simple truth. 'Mymistress is absent.'

 

The magician advanced. His feet were clad in slippers,Lujan noticed, laced in front, and soled in soft hideunsuited for outdoor wear. That stray fact caused himan inward shudder. This magician expected complete andimmediate obedience, without any need to exert himselfbeyond walking a few steps.

 

Aware of his frantic heartbeat and his face drippingnervous sweat, Lujan forced himself to reason. These arepowerful men, but only men, he reminded himself. Helicked dry lips, recalling a judgment he had been forcedto carry out as a grey warrior: he had needed to puta man to death for a crime against the camp company.His own sword arm had performed the execution, andhe remembered clearly how difficult it had been to strikedown the condemned. Lujan could only hope that even aGreat One might hesitate before taking a life.

The Acoma Force Commander held still, though hismuscles betrayed him and trembled; the urge to rise upand face threat or to give in to weakness and flee wastorment.

The magician tapped one pointed, curled-back slippertoe. 'Not here?' he said in acerbic reference to Mara. 'Atthe moment of her triumph?'

 

Lujan held his chin to the earth and awkwardly offereda shrug. Knowing that each second stolen here might gainhis mistress an infinitesimal improvement in her chance tosurvive, he spoke slowly. 'The victory is not yet won, GreatOne.' He paused, coughing slightly. The raspy sound lentcredence to his need to stop and clear his throat once more.'And it is not my place to question my mistress, Great One.She alone would know what matters demand her presenceelsewhere, and so she gave over command of this battleinto my poor hands.'

 

'Curse this rhetoric, Akani,' snapped another voice.Lujan was aware of a second set of feet before his face,this pair wearing Midkemian-style boots studded withwooden nails. The redheaded magician, he identified,who was tallest of the three delegates, and obviouslythe one most inclined to inflamed thinking. 'We wastetime, I say. We know that Mara is bound north towardKentosani in her litter, and a fool can see from this hilltopthat a war is in progress, between Acoma and Anasatiforces. We have been defied! Immediate punishment mustfollow.'

 

The Black Robe addressed as Akani replied in moremodulated tones. 'Now, Tapek, calm down. We must notdraw hasty conclusions. These forces are fighting, all tootrue, but since none of us saw the battle start, we do notknow which side was the aggressor.'

 

'That point is moot!' Tapek said through clenched teeth.'They fight, and our edict forbade armed conflict betweenthe Acoma and the Anasati!'

 

After a short silence, through which glares were exchangedbetween the magicians, Akani once again addressedLujan. 'Tell me what passed here.'

Lujan raised his head from the dirt just enough to squintthrough the dust that drifted in curtains upon the air. 'Thebattle is close, Great One. The enemy holds a strongerposition perhaps, but the Acoma have superior numbers.At times I think we shall prevail, while at other times Idespair and compose prayers for the Red God.'

 

'This warrior treats us like fools,' Tapek objected toAkani. 'He speaks in circles like a merchant trying to sellshoddy goods.' One studded boot lifted and prodded Lujanin the shoulder. 'How did this battle begin, warrior? That'swhat we asked to determine.'

 

'For that, you must inquire of my mistress,' Lujaninsisted, casting himself prone with his forehead pressedto the earth. Although he skirted open defiance of themost powerful men in the Empire, he interpreted-Tapek'squestion in the broadest way possible; Mara had neverdiscussed the ancient roots of the rivalry between HouseAcoma and House Anasati after all; that sort of historywas more in Saric's province. Keeping up his posture ofloyal servant Lujan prayed no magician would reformulatethe question to ask who ordered the first attack.

Risking a peek upward, Lujan studied the Black Robeswith the same eye he would apply to any new recruit: hedared to assess them as men, and determined that whileAkani was intelligent, and certainly no fool, he was notpredisposed to wish Mara or the Acoma forces harm. Theredhead Tapek would take extreme action at little thought;he was the dangerous one. The third in the party seemed abystander, watching the exchange as a factor might, whohad little ambition and no stake in the outcome. He didnot seem distressed.

 

Tapek nudged again with his boot. 'Force Commander?'

Aware he would be instantly dead if he replied directlyto Tapek's query, Lujan tossed caution to the winds. Heacted as if strain had upset his wits and disrupted histrain of thought. In a tone of awed reverence, he said,

'Great One?'

 

Tapek's fair skin flushed. On the point of an explosionof temper, he was checked by a touch from Akani, whosmoothly intervened. 'Force Commander Lujan, withdrawthe Acoma forces and end this battle.'

 

Lujan's eyes widened. 'Great One?' he repeated, as if theorder astonished him.

 

Tapek shook off Akani's restraint and bellowed, 'Youheard me! Order the Acoma forces to retreat, and end thisbattle!'

 

Lujan threw himself prone on the earth in a show ofabject prostration. He prolonged his obeisance until justshy of the ridiculous, then said unctuously, 'Your will,Great One. Of course I will order a retreat.' He paused,allowed his brow to furrow, then added, 'Would youpermit me to arrange the retreat in a manner that willminimise harm to my warriors? If the object is to sparefurther bloodshed . . .'

 

Akani waved his hand. 'I would not see needless death.Arrange the withdrawal in any manner that pleases you.'

Lujan willed himself not to sigh in relief as he straightenedas far as his knees. He beckoned to a nearby runner andsaid swiftly, 'Orders to the Lord of the Tuscalora. [have himwithdraw his soldiers to the south, then hold and supportfor those who shall be following him' - he flashed a glanceat the Black Robes, and received a tiny nod from Akani,a fuming glare from Tapek, and vague intentness from thethird in the magician's party - 'to protect their retreat, yousee,' he ended in a rush.

 

The messenger was half petrified with fright. He tooka moment to notice dismissal. As he hastened off, Lujanwaved over another runner, and gave a long-winded setof instructions that involved two flanking maneuvers andwhat to an outside ear was impenetrable military jargon.As this messenger hastened off, he bowed again to the partyof magicians. 'May I offer you refreshment, Great Ones?'

'Some juice would cut the day's heat,' the bystandingBlack Robe agreed. 'These robes are not comfortable infull sunlight.'

 

While Tapek began to shift weight and tap his footin irritation, Lujan clapped for servants and made aproduction of debating which wine should be sent, andwhat sort of camp rations were fit to be served to visitorsof great rank. The wrangling threatened to go on forsome time, until Tapek snapped that no delicacies wereexpected; plain jomach and water would serve the needsof his colleagues nicely.

 

'Dear me,' Akani objected in a voice of lightheartedreason, 'I personally thought the imported Midkemianwine sounded delightful.'

 

'You stay and sip drinks with this half-wit who callshimself a Force Commander,' Tapek nearly shouted. 'Someof us have more important matters to attend to, and Ithink that in the interests of the council that delegatedus as emissaries, one of us should observe to be certainthat the war hosts on the battlefield are indeed breakingoff the engagement.'

 

Akani gave the younger magician a look of reprimand.'The Force Commander obeyed without question andordered his troops to withdraw. Do you question hisword of honor?'

 

'I need not,' Tapek nearly snarled.

 

At this point the third magician, who had been staringvaguely off in the direction of the distantly moving armies,said, 'Actually, Tapek may have a point. From a seer'svantage, I see no sign of any lessening of the struggle.'

To Lujan's astonishment, Akani gave back a bland wave.'As I understand it, these things take time.' Glancingkeenly at the Acoma Force Commander, he stroked hischin. 'Something about one vassal holding in supportwhile another company retreats ... was that it, ForceCommander?'

 

Lujan smothered a start of revelation. Some of theawe left him as he realised: these were but men! Theyhad factions just as did contending Ruling Lords in theGame of the Council. By all appearances, the Black RobeAkani was tactfully trying to aid Mara's cause withoutovert disregard of the Assembly's edict. Lujan stifled anunjustified countersurge of confidence and said, 'Absolutelyso, Great One. The Lord of the Tuscalora-'

 

'Oh, don't bore us with the details!' Tapek interjected.'Just tell us why Mara of the Acoma dared to believe shecould order this attack and pass unscathed, when she hasbeen expressly forbidden to do battle with Jiro of theAnasati by our order.'

 

Lujan licked his lips, his nervousness unfeigned. 'I cannotknow that.' The gritty dirt under his knees ground into his

flesh, and the unaccustomed pose strained his back. Worsetorture visited his mind. He could cause Mara's deaththrough a wrong choice of words. By the gods, he was welltrained to fight, but Saric's turn for statesmanship was notalent of his. He floundered, seeking a way around directtruth. 'My orders from her were to prevent the army of thetraditionalists from marching north toward Kentosani. Asyou have said, she is en route to the Holy City, also byorder of the Assembly.'

 

'Ah hah! So she is.' Tapek folded his arms and stroked hissleeves in satisfaction. 'Now we will hear the truth. Whatroute has she taken to get there? No sly words! On painof death, tell me directly.' At this, Tapek raised one finger,and a blossom of flame flared up, searing the air with ahiss. 'Now answer!'

 

Lujan arose to full height. If he was going to be killed,or spoil Mara's chances, he would do so as a man anda warrior, on his feet. 'Your will, Great One. My Ladyplanned to travel by back roads, with her honor guard lestshe encounter trouble.'

 

The quietest magician of the three, Kerolo, said, 'And ifshe were to encounter trouble?'

 

Lujan swallowed and found his throat paper-dry. Hecoughed and forced himself to find his voice, which now,at the last pass, was even and strong, as he willed it to be.'She would seek refuge in the nearest cho-ja hive.'

The magicians Kerolo and Tapek exchanged disturbedglances and, as one, moved to activate their transportdevices. A buzzing filled the air, slicing through the lesseningcries of battle and the distant clash of swords. Then abreeze parted the pall of dust, and the pair were gone,leaving Akani studying Lujan in dearly troubled silence.A moment passed. Lujan stayed stifffly correct as any recruitmight while enduring the inspection of a senior officer.An understanding seemed to pass between the two men,different though their stations in life were. Akani's regardturned shrewd.

 

He said, 'No more guile. Your mistress has, if not allies,then sympathetic ears in the Assembly, but even they willstand aside before open defiance. What cause has Mara tocount upon cho-ja aid?'

 

Lujan shed any attempt at subterfuge. With this BlackRobe, further ploys would earn short shrift. Still, afraid toreveal too much, he selected his words with extreme care.'She has long been friends with the cho-ja Queen upon hernatal estates. She has over the years bought favors from thehive, many of them in the cause of Acoma defence.'

Akani frowned, his expression the more terrifying for thefact it was understated. 'The cho-ja beyond the borders ofher estates willingly take up her cause?'

 

Lujan raised spread palms to the sky in the traditionalTsurani shrug. 'That I cannot say, Great One. Only theLady herself knows what bargains may or may not havebeen struck.'

 

Akani's gaze turned piercing, seeming to turn the ForceCommander's thoughts inside out and expose them toblinding light. Chills chased across Lujan's flesh, and hetrembled. And then the sensation passed.

 

You speak the truth,' Akani allowed. 'But be warned,the Assembly will get to the bottom of this issue. It sadlymay prove that we might have to part company in ourcause, Acoma Force Commander.' With a nod that couldhave conferred respect, Akani activated his transportationdevice and departed in a blast of disturbed air.

Lujan reached out and caught the edge of the sand table tokeep from folding at the knees. Mara, he thought in despair;what would become of her? For while Jiro's army wouldby the grace of the Assembly be forbidden to advance toKentosani, the true foe was awakened. While Lujan had

seen his Lady achieve the impossible before, and whilehe had boundless faith in her genius for improvising theunpredictable, even a Servant of the Empire could not longdefy the Assembly and survive.
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The litter was heavy.

 

Eight bearers were needed to carry its weight of finehardwoods, inlaid with corcara shell and bossed withrare studs of iron. If the costly silk hangings, heavilyembroidered and fitted with fringes and tassels, weredesigned to dazzle any onlooker, the admission of lightand air was forfeit to splendor. Since dawn had brightenedenough to allow reading, Lord Jiro of the Anasati hadcommanded his servants to pull back the curtains andbundle them under leather ties.

 

The effect might not have been as elegant as when thedrapes were lowered, but Jiro was unconcerned. There wasno one of importance to notice.

 

The forest road that led southeast toward Kentosaniheld no caravans or other nobles. Save for an occasionalbonded messenger, it was empty of all but refugees,common folk fleeing the cities; food was scarce, andfamilies in the poorest quarters were first to starve. Thesewere ragged people, covered with sores, clothed in tatters.They cradled wailing infants or towed older children whostumbled and tripped, weak from malnutrition. Belovedgrandparents were borne upon the backs of younger men.The countryside offered a slim chance of game to be caughtor nuts and berries to be foraged.

 

Jiro paid such wretched folk no heed: their poverty wasas the gods willed. The soldiers in his vanguard clearedthe way for his retinue to pass, and except for the cryingof the children, through the dust, they seemed little morethan groveling shadows.

While his bearers sweated under the strain of forcedmarch, the Anasati Lord sat at ease on piled cushions, withlayer upon layer of scrolls Lying opened across his knees.The heap was caught back from spilling over his anklesby the braced pommel of his sword, pinched between hisarmor-dad knees.

 

Long and lean as a hunting hound, First Adviser Chumakakept pace at the litter's side. As toughened as any warrior,he seemed unfazed by exertion as he answered his master'squestions, which were few and infrequent, and widelydivergent in subject from the lengthy, tedious treatises onimperial law expounded in the scrolls.

 

'I don't trust the Shinzawai,' Jiro snapped, seeminglywithout provocation. 'His brother Kasumi spent yearsfighting on the barbarian world, as part of the Blue Wheelplot to undermine the Warlord, and the honorless, craftyways of the Midkemians have also influenced Hokanu.'

Chumaka bent an intent gaze upon his master and saidnothing for a comfortless interval. And as if the manheld power to read thoughts, Jiro knew: his First Adviserunderstood he was remembering Tasaio of the Minwanabi,a brilliant field general whose army had been humbled byMara's through an unanticipated tactic brought about byadvice from a Midkemian slave. That House Minwanabi nolonger existed did not bear mention. Nervous fears neededno fanning for their spark to blossom into flame. Just shortof reprimand, Chumaka said, 'My Lord, all that the handsand the minds of men may achieve has been done to ensureyour success. Now fate, luck, and the will of the gods musthave their way. You will sit on the golden throne, or not, asthey allow.'

 

Jiro leaned against his cushions, shifting in discomfort atthe bite of his armor. Not a vain man, he well understoodthe power of appearance. As specific in his dress as anyartist, he would have preferred a light silk robe in Anasatired with gaganjan flowers embroidered at the cuffs. Butsince Ichindar's assassination, no noble dared to travel thepublic roads unarmed. It further irked Jiro that Chumakawas right; just how right, the Lord was unwilling torepeat. He had heard every report; he had presided overcouncil meetings. He knew what they told of the enemy'smovements.

 

And the news held good.

 

Hokanu of the Shinzawai was still at least two days'march north of Kentosani, while the Lord of the Anasati'scortege would be through the-grand gates by late afternoon,most certainly by sundown. Over and over, Jiro listed thereassurances to himself: he would reach the Holy Cityuncontested by Mara's allies; when the Shinzawai arrived,they would be exhausted; the magicians had been giveninsult by the^Acoma when Mara's forces engaged theAnasati army to the south. The magicians had theirfull attention turned toward Mara, and were ignoringthe Lord of the Anasati, who gave every semblance ofperfect obedience to their commands.

 

Jiro's hands tightened over the book scrolls in his lap.Startled by a crackle of dry leaves, he cursed, annoyedthat any distraction should cause him to mishandle oldrecords. With frowning concentration, he straightenedthe crumple from aged, ink-faded hide; while yet againChumaka seemed to interpret his private thoughts.

~You interpreted the message brought in by pigeon lastevening,' the First Adviser assured in what seemed casualcomment. Jiro saw better. The man's shrewd eyes werelocked on the road ahead, as if he could read past the dustkicked up by the feet of the advance company of the Anasatihonor guard. The First Adviser might seem absorbed by themarch, but in shrewd choice of words, he added, 'Mare'sForce Commander initiated an unprovoked attack. By nowthe Assembly will have acted. Think on that.'

Jiro's lips twitched, just missing a smile. His imaginationsupplied detailed images of Mara roasted by magic. Butevery contemplated torment that might befall his enemybrought him no comfort. He wished to see the corpse of thewoman who had spurned him spitted on steel; he longed tohave the skulls of her children, ones she had deigned to haveother men sire, broken like eggshells at his feet. He couldtread on their brains, and be sure of his triumph. And yet:the luck of a Servant of the Empire was legendary, more thansuperstition. Mara's title bestowed a divine blessing no manmight easily dismiss. More than once Jiro had presumed herdays over, only to see her somehow triumph.

 

The worm of uneasiness continued to gnaw at him. Allunnoticed, his hands clenched again over parchment. Brittleskin cracked, and bits of rare gilt caked away and stuck tohis sweating palms.

 

'You will not feel secure until you sit on the goldenthrone,' Chumaka summed up crisply. 'When the priestsof the Twenty Greater Gods all bow at your feet andendorse your right of succession, when the masses hailyou in prostration as their Light of Heaven, then yournerves will cease clamoring.'

 

Jiro heard, but could not help but scan the road aheadto the Holy City. Inwardly he repeated the logic thatinsisted he had an open path between himself and finalvictory. The Assembly would not hinder him, once Marawas dead. Indeed, they must endorse his cause, if only toavert the chaos and anarchy that had ravaged the peace ofthe Nations since Lojawa assassinated Ichindar. That Jirohad been behind that act no one suspected; the plot hadbeen engineered covertly, over years of careful planning.Culpability could not be traced beyond the Omechan,and not even torture might wring out the truth. Withthe Warlordship promised to their line, they would be illserved to reveal the conspiracy. Jiro shifted thought. It did
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not unduly grieve him that the army bequeathed to himwith the Anasati mantle must of necessity destroy itselfto hold Mara's warriors in place and turn the Assembly'swrath against her. Their death would be honor, as it wouldserve to raise their Lord above all others in the Empire.Their spirits would be welcomed to the Red God's hallsin triumph as Jiro's enemies were forced to acknowledgehim supreme.

 

The Lord of the Anasati closed his eyes, suffused withanticipation. First to prostrate himself before the imperialseat would be Hoppara of the Xacatecas. That upstartpuppy had tagged after Mara's skirts since the first, andhis meddling mother had done nothing! For all her muchvaunted appreciation of male ways, Isashani had neverencouraged her firstborn to strike off on his own, asa man should. Because of the dowager Lady and herlap-hugging son, more than one plot to shame the Acomahad gone astray! Jiro sweated, remembering how manytimes Hoppara had stiffened the spine of old Frasai ofthe Tonmargu to the point where he had supported theinterests of the late Emperor over those of his own IonaniClan brothers!

 

Jiro's temper heated as he reviewed the list of slights.To him, forgiveness was weakness. He was not a man toforget where his plans had been crossed.

 

A frown marred his forehead as he considered whichenemy he would humble next. If the magicians weremagnanimous in their punishment of Mara's disobedience,Hokanu might also survive to kiss the floor before the daisof the golden throne.

 

Jiro stifled a chuckle. The unquestioned sovereigntyMara's supporters had labored to give Ichindar wouldfall to him, an Anasati, as legacy! He would wield suchomnipotence well, oh yes; he would reinstate the HighCouncil, and the Warlordship, and then preside over all,
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including the temples, in unprecedented primacy. Hispowers would be godlike, and there would be no womanborn within the Empire who would not prostrate herselfbefore his glory. He could fill his bed with whatever maidenhe wished, and none would refuse his favors! That Maraof the Acoma once had spurned him would forever morecease to matter, for her line would be as dust. He, Jiro,ninety-two times Emperor, would be remembered as theman who had seen a Servant of the Empire shamed andbrought down. His deed would stand as a memorial inthe eyes of the gods: unprecedented, the perfect coup inthe Game of the Council, for no Lord could dare a greaterenemy than one beloved by the masses.

 

Someone shouted from the woods. Snapped out ofreverie, Jiro straightened. Parchments and scroll casescascaded around his feet. He forgot to pay heed, fixed ashe was on the movement that erupted among his soldiers.'What passes?' he demanded in clipped tones, only todiscover that Chumaka was no longer at the litter's side.

The man had an inconvenient independence about him.Jiro fumed as he spotted his First Adviser's greying headbent close to the plumed helm of Force CommanderOmelo.

 

Jiro's annoyance lapsed as he read concern in the officer'sexpression. 'What passes?' he demanded more loudly.

Omelo straightened into the bearing expected of acommander of armies. He strode to the litter, with Chumakatagging bright-eyed at his heels. 'One of our scouts found hispartner, who had been detailed to investigate our flank.'

Jiro's frown redoubled. 'The man was shirking duty?'

Omelo's face shifted not a hairsbreadth. 'No, Lord. Thecontrary. He was dead. Killed.' Concise with bad news, hefinished, 'An arrow, in the back.'

 

All but in breach of protocol, Chumaka broke in. 'Hadhe been standing, or running?'
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Omelo half spun, eyes narrowed. Always a stickler forprotocol, he turned back to his master, and replied as ifit had been Jiro who had addressed him. 'My Lord, ourman was shot down while running. The scout read thetracks.' He gave a brisk salute, fist over heart, and a bow.'With my Lord's leave? We would be advised to array ourwarriors into a tighter formation. Whatever news our slainscout wished to convey back to you, someone did murderto silence him. And the arrow had an unmarked shaft.'

'Bandits? Or some ally of the Acoma? You think there'sdanger?' Jiro fired back, then remembered himself Delay ofany sort might prove fatal; regaining his dignity, he wavedhis Force Commander to resume his duty and rounded onhis First Adviser. Chumaka's face was never what oneexpected. Now he showed reflective interest, as if he wereconfronted by some delightful twist in a puzzle.

'You don't seem worried,' Jiro observed, sarcasticallydry.

'

Fools worry.' Chumaka gave a shrug. 'The wise manstrives for awareness. What will happen will happen,and worry will not serve, but anticipation might providesurvival.'

 

Through the bustle as his warriors closed ranks, Jirostudied the road. No refugees littered the verges. Thatin itself cried warning, since, like birds, they were timidcreatures who were apt to fly from trouble. The wayahead stretched empty, sunlit under drifting scarves ofdust. By contrast, impenetrable shadow beneath the treesseemed like night. Forward, past a gentle curve, the roaddipped, then crossed a glen where light and shade spreadin dappled patches. Insects zipped through, flecked bylight, but nothing warm-blooded made a sound. Jirohushed his tone in nervousness. 'I see nothing to bewareof'

 

But still, some nameless uneasiness drove him to finger
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his sword hilt. Despite his smooth words, Chumaka also

seemed tense.

 

Only a fool would not worry, Jiro avowed silently. Hewrestled to hold back impatience. The stakes he bid to winwere enormous, the highest in history. He could not expectto take the imperial seat unopposed. He loosened a damphand from his weapon and tugged to loosen the thongaround his neck that fastened a document bag beneathhis armor. On the parchment, in concise words of state,were all the official points of law that must be included inhis contract of marriage to Jehilia.

 

He stroked the leather like a talisman. There would beno mistakes made, no details omitted, once the gates ofKentosani were passed. No page had been left unread inthe libraries; Chumaka and Jiro between them had perusedevery legal record on every dynasty that existed, and onlythe imperial chop, affixed by Ichindar's First Wife, Tamara,remained to be secured to seal into record Jiro's fitness asroyal suitor. Ascension to the throne would perforce follow.No court litigator or house First Adviser, no legal mind inthe Empire, could dispute the Anasati claim in the face ofthose documents. There might be other nobles with claimsas good as Jiro's, but none better - once Justin of the

Acoma lay dead - and none of those would dare challengethe Anasati right.

 

A shout caused Jiro to look toward the woodline. Hishand whitened on his sword. Did something move, justbeyond his vision? Jiro kicked his feet free of the bookscrolls, striving to peer into the gloom of the deep forest.A faint thunder carried on the still air. The warriors shifted,crouched in their already strained state of readiness.

One of the older campaigners stiffened. 'Force Commander,'he ventured, 'I know that sound.'

 

Omelo said, 'What is it?'

 

Jiro turned, to identify the man who had spoken as one ofthe survivors of the honor guard once sent with his brotherto attend Ichindar's treaty delegation to the barbarian worldof Midkemia; the peacemaking had ended in slaughter, withthe blood of a thousand firstborn Tsurani soaking the fieldHalesko of the Anasati had fallen in the first attack; only;one of his honor guard survived to win back through the rift,carrying, with three other men, the unconscious body of theEmperor. In honor for saving the Light of Heaven, the manhad been given a place in Jiro's bodyguard. He spoke nowwith urgency. 'I heard this sound fighting the barbarians,Lord.' As a rumbling dosed in from the direction of theforest, he raised his voice. 'The enemy is mounted! Horses!They ride horses!'

 

The next moment, chaos exploded from the trees.

A line of blueclad warriors, each astride a four-leggedbarbarian beast, charged headlong toward the company.Omelo screamed commands; he had studied the reportsof soldiers who had faced cavalry before upon Midkemia.Only one tactic had a prayer of success for warriors onfoot. The warriors that accompanied their Lord werethe flower of the Anasati forces. They obeyed withouthesitation, spreading out to avoid being trampled wheremen who had never experienced a charge might in errorhave stayed rooted and been run down. Jiro's bearersreversed in awkward fear and fell back, setting as manyof his inner guard as possible to stand between their masterand the onrushing Shinzawai cavalry.

 

Jiro swallowed back panic. The Shinzawai were not twodays' distance from the Holy City, they were here! Thebeasts were fast! And heavy! Their hooves chewed upgouts of turf and shook the earth. The litter bearersfaltered, uncertain in their step. Rocked ungently into apost,-Jiro barely noticed. The horses came on in a wave,the lances of the riders gleaming in sunlight.

The foremost ranks of warriors met the charge. Brave,steady, determined, they never had a chance. The lancesimpaled them, screaming, or hooves scythed them downlike hwaet. The most nimble managed to duck aside, onlyto perish on the swords of blue-armored riders. Only theveteran of the Midkemian wars won free. His swift strokehamstrung a beast from behind, and it collapsed in a kickingheap. The rider rolled clear, cursing over his mount'sstrangely human-sounding scream. Sword met sword, thevictor of the dash lost in the other rise of dust.

The second rank fared little better. One man stabbed ahorse in the chest, before he was overrun. The riders spittedmost of the defenders, but their lances were then useless,as those not broken or rammed into human flesh were toolong to counter foemen now inside their reach.

Jiro felt sweat trickle inside his armor. His teeth showedin a snarl of oaths. He could die here! And the waste ofit: to go as Halesko had in the mess of battle! To perishby the sword, as any unread fool could, blinded by lustfor honor! Jiro rejected such a death. He would see Marahumbled first!

 

He kicked clear of his cushions and sprang from his litter,vicious as a cornered sarcat. ~

 

Omelo was still on his feet, shouting orders. The initialrush of the charge was blunted, the following ranks inragged order as the mounts of the Shinzawai swerved toavoid the fallen. Lances had taken one man in two. Nowmounted swordsmen whirled in pirouette; as one withtheir hellish beasts, they skirmished with foot warriorswho coughed in the dust. The Anasati warriors neverflinched. They stood ground with valiant courage, andsliced at disadvantage against foes who battled higher thantheir heads.

 

Tsurani swordsmanship was weakest against blows from

above. The best fell, their helms cloven, and their bloodsoaking the dry road.

And still the riders came on. They converged upon thelitter and the dose-ranked inner guard of Jiro's warriors.Last and most staunch in his defence, these screameddefiance. Even the most brash could see: they were notgoing to be enough.

 

Omelo shrieked a blasphemy. Chumaka seemed nowhereto be found. Swords whined through air; some slammedblade to blade in parries, and were deflected. Too manybit deep into red armor, spilling more precious red blood.

Hokanu's cavalry trampled on over the fallen. Anotherhorse went down, thrashing, and a warrior too close wasfelled by a kick from flying hooves. Jiro swallowed arolling surge of nausea. He raised his blade. war was nothis strength; but fight he must, or die.

 

The cries of the mortally wounded set his teeth on edge.He braced for his first blow, dizzied and overwhelmed bythe brutal reality of battle. Only family pride held himupright.

 

A horse reached his lines, and reared up, black againstthe hot sky as its hooves cut the air. Teeth flashed whitein a face shadowed by a helm bearing Lord's plumes. Jiroknew: the rider was Hokanu.

 

The Lord of the Anasati looked up into eyes that heldno pity: eyes that were dKamatsu'smatsu's set and stamp,that stripped Jiro to his living spirit and knew him for acraven murderer.

 

In them, Jiro saw his end.

 

He met the first sword stroke evenly, as he had beentaught. He managed to parry the second. A warrior wasdying under his feet; he stepped on him, and almost tripped.Bile stung his throat. He had no strength. And Hokanu boredown, his mount sidling like a demon, his sword a slash insunlight.

 

Jiro stumbled back. No! This was not happening! He,who had prided himself on reason, would be butcheredwholesale by a sword! Numbed through his vitals withdread, he spun and ran.

 

Any concept of dishonor was driven from him by thehorror of what thundered at his heels. Jiro's breath labored.His sinews screamed with exertion, all unnoticed. He mustreach the woods. Cleverness could prevail over the sword,but only if he survived the next five minutes. He was thelast of his father's sons. It was not shame, but only reason,to survive, whatever the cost, so that Mara, curse her name,should die ahead of him. Then the gods could do with himas they would.

 

The sound of fighting dwindled, punctuated by thejarring thud of hooves pounding dry ground. Jiro's breathrasped in his throat as he reached the trees and scrambledup a small stone outcropping to gain what he recognisedas safety.

 

The breath of the horse no longer blew past his ears.It had stopped; the forest deterred it. Jiro blinked toclear his vision. Shadow seemed to blur his eyes, afterthe dazzle of noon. He flung himself, panting, against atree bole.

 

'Turn and fight,' snapped a voice, a half-pace fromhis heels.

 

He spun. Hokanu had dismounted. He waited, swordraised, faceless in shadow as any executioner.

Jiro bit back a whimper. He was betrayed! Chumakahad erred, and erred badly, and now this was the end. Redanger washed away panic. The Lord of the Anasati raised

his weapon and charged.

 

Hokanu flicked Jiro's sword aside as if it were a toy. Aveteran of war, he had a stroke of iron. Jiro felt blade meetblade in a vibrating shock of pain. The sting shocked hisnerves, loosened his grip. His weapon flashed, spinning,from his grip. He did not hear the thrash of its fall intothe undergrowth.

 

'Omelo!' he screamed in white panic. Somebody, anybody,even one warrior of his honor guard must be aliveto heed his cry. He must be saved!

 

His wits stumbled to function. 'Dishonor to you, whowould kill an unarmed enemy.'

 

Hokanu bared teeth in what was not a smile. 'As myfather was unarmed? Dead in his bed of a poisoned dart?I know the assassin was yours.' Jiro began to deny it, andHokanu shouted, 'I have the tong's accounts!' The Lord ofthe Shinzawai looked like terror incarnate as he lowered hisblade, then, with a turn of his wrist, slammed it point downinto earth, leaving it vibrating as he released the hilt. 'Youare dirt, no - less than dirt, to whine of honor to me!'

He advanced.

 

Jiro crouched, prepared to wrestle. Good! he thought.Wits were going to triumph after all! He had convincedthe honorable',,fool of a Shinzawai to take him on hand tohand! Though the Anasati Lord knew he was no championwrestler, death would be slower than the downswing of asword stroke. He had bought time, perhaps, for one of hishonor guard to win through and save him.

 

Still playing for delay, Jiro stepped back. He was tooslow. Hokanu was hunter quick, and driven by revenge.Rough hands grabbed at Jiro's shoulders. He raised anarm to shove free, and felt his wrist caught and twisted.Pitiless strength forced it back and back, until bone andtendon quivered in protest.

 

Jiro hissed through his teeth. Tears blurred his eyes.The cruel hold only tightened. Blinking his vision dear,Jiro looked up. Hokanu loomed over above him, a sparklingshower of reflection on his helm from the partiallyblocked sun.

 

Jiro strove to speak. His mouth worked, but no intelligentwords came forth. Never in his pampered adult life had heendured pain, and its kiss stole his reason.

 

. ._

 

::

 

~:

 

As a man might handle a puppy, Hokanu jerked him upwith one hand. His eyes were mad; he looked like a demonwho would not be sated with only blood. His fingers wereclaws, tearing away Jiro's ornate helm with a snap thatwrenched his neck.

 

Jiro's sweat ran to ice. He gasped in recognition.

And Hokanu, murderously, laughed. 'Thought I wouldwrestle, did you? Fool! I set aside my blade because you donot deserve a warrior's honor; you who bought my father'sassassination deserve a dog's death.'

 

Jiro choked in a rattling breath. As he groped for a pleafor mercy, Hokanu shook him. In a whisper near to a sob,only one thought found voice: 'He was an old man.'

'He was beloved,' Hokanu blazed back. 'He was myfather. And your life defiles the world that he lived in.'

Hokanu wrenched Jiro off his knees, shaking loose thepouch of documents. The Shinzawai Lord shifted one handto seize the thong. Jiro jerked back, graceless in his terror.'You would not sully yourself with my death, if I am sowretched a creature.'

 

'Wouldn't I?' The words were a snarl as the strap twistedtight. Jiro felt the bite of a strangler's garrote aroundhis neck.

 

He thrashed and clawed. His nails broke on blue armor.Hokanu pulled the strap tighter. Jiro's throat closed. Hishead pounded. Spittle leaked from his working lips, andhis eyes bulged. The dishonor of his death confronted him,and he twitched and kicked in frantic desperation as his

face went scarlet.

 

Yet Hokanu was a battle-seasoned soldier who had neverlet his training lag. He bore down upon Jiro with a hatethat knew no end, but drove his blood to fury as reasonlessas the flood of sea tide. For their lost child and his deadfather, Hokanu twisted the strap as Jiro's color deepenedto dark red, purple, and then blue. He kept on until longafter Jiro had fallen limp. Leather bit deep, through skinand trachea and flesh. Weeping, shivering in the release ofreaction, Hokanu kept twisting, until a Shinzawai StrikeLeader found his Lord over the fallen foe. It took stronghands to separate master from corpse.

 

Empty-handed, Hokanu subsided on his haunches in theleaf mold. He covered his face with bloodied fingers. 'It isdone, my father,' he said in a voice hoarse with emotion.'And by my hand alone. The dog has been strangled.'

The blue-plumed Strike Leader waited in patience. Hehad seen long years of service and knew his master well.Spying the document pouch that twisted around Jiro'sthroat, he removed its contents, assuming them to besomething hi. master might wish to review when his witsresumed.

 

After a moment Hokanu stopped shaking. He arose, stilllooking at his hands. His expression was blank. Then,as if the mess on his knuckles were nothing more thanclean dirt, and the dead thing sprawled wretchedly inits red armor nothing more than killed game, he fumedand walked away.

 

The Strike Leader strode after his Lord. To his companionswho fought tight skirmishes in the roadway, heshouted, 'Call to the field! Jiro of the Anasati is dead! Theday is ours! Shinzawai!'

 

Like fire in a dry field, the word of Jiro's fall spreadthrough the fray. Standing next to the overturned litter,Chumaka, too, heard the call: 'The Anasati Lord is fallen!Jiro is slain!'

 

For a moment, the Anasati First Adviser regarded thespilled scrolls at his feet and thought about the otherdocument Jiro had worn next to his skin. What wouldhappen when that was found? He sighed. 'Fool boy,'Chumaka murmured. 'Coward enough to run, but not tohide.' Then he shrugged. Omelo was rising from his knees,
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a scalp cut running blood down his cheek. He looked readyenough to kill, as proud as ever save that something in hiseyes had gone flat. He looked to the Anasati First Adviserand said, 'What is left?'

 

Chumaka considered the broken remains of Jiro's honorguard, both the living and the dead. Out of one hundred,scarcely twenty were still standing. Honorable numbersagainst horses, he thought analytically. He resisted a strongwish to sit down; mourn he could not. He was no creaturedriven by love. Duty was duty, and his pride had beenoutwitting Anasati enemies; that, now, was ended. Heglanced at the Shinzawai horsemen who were closing in,a ring of impenetrable flesh.

 

Chumaka hissed through his teeth. To the Force Commanderhe had known since earliest childhood he said,'Omelo, my friend, while I respect you as a soldier, youare a traditionalist. If you wish to fall upon your sword, Isuggest you do so before we are disarmed. I urge you notto. For myself, I would order our survivors to put downtheir arms, and hope that Mara is as forgiving now as shehas been in the past.' Almost too softly to be heard, lesthis hope shine too bright, he added, 'And pray that she hassome post left unfilled that we are suited for.'

Omelo shouted orders for all swords to be put down.Then, as blade after blade fell from stunned fingers, andthe beaten Anasati warriors watched withburning eyes,he regarded the seamed, enigmatic features of Chumaka.Neither man heard the noise as Shinzawai warriors invadedtheir ranks and made formal the Anasati surrender. Omelolicked dry lips. 'You have such hopes?'

 

And both men knew: he did not refer to Mara's pastrecord of clemency. The Lady upon whose mercy theirlives, if not their freedom, henceforward must dependwas one marked for death. If by the gods' miracle shecould survive the Assembly's ire, there was still the last,most bitter cohort of Minwanabi warriors who had beenarmed in Acoma green and sent out. Their orders wereChumaka's, and as near to their hearts' desire as life and-~breath: to kill her by any means, and see Jiro's purpose

complete.

 

Chumaka's eyes darted, then kindled as a gambler'smight. 'She is Servant of the Empire. With our help, shemight survive the Assembly yet.'

 

Omelo spat and turned his back. 'No woman born ownssuch luck.' His shoulders hunched as a needra bull's might,before the goad that lashed it into obedience. 'For myself,you are correct: I am a traditionalist. These new things arenot for one such as I. We all must die sometime, and betterfree than a slave.' He looked at the sky above, then said,'Today is a good day to greet the Red God.'

 

Chumaka was not quite quick enough to avert his facebefore Omelo lunged forward and fell in final embraceagainst the blade of his own sword.

 

While the blood welled red out of the old campaigner'smouth, and the Shinzawai Lord hurried with a cry towardthis, the last Anasati man to fall, Chumaka bent down,shaken at last. He rested a withered hand against Omelo'scheek, and heard the Force Commander's final whisperedwords.

 

'See my warriors safe, and free, if Mara lives. If she doesnot, tell them: I will meet them at ... the door to ...Turakamu's halls.'

 

Thunder boomed in full sunlight. The reverberationsslammed across dear sky and shook the forest trees totheir roots. Two magicians manifested, hovering in midairlike a pair of ancient gods. Black robes fluttered and snappedin the breeze of their passage as they skimmed above thewood, seeking.

 

The red-haired one used his mystic arts to rise yethigher. A speck like a circling hawk, he soared above thecountryside, scanning the road that dipped and meanderedthrough hills and glens on its northward course towardKentosani. Tapek's magic might grant him the vantage andthe vision to equal any bird of prey; yet the shadows stillobscured, leaves and branches mantling the ground. Hefrowned, his curse flying with him on the wind. They werehere, and he would find them.

 

The corner of his eye caught movement. He spun, easyin his flight as a mythical spirit of air, and studied. Brownflecks, all moving: a herd of speckled gatania - six-leggeddeer- not horses.

 

He resumed his course in peevish irritation, back, downthe length of the road. And there it was: an upset litter lacqueredred, and shiny in sunlight with interlaced whorls ofcorcara shell. Costly work, fit for only the highest-rankingLord, and with curtains in the colors of the Anasati.

Tapek swooped downward, nearly diving like a raptor.

Less intent on the chase, still Kerolo was not caught off

guard. He spotted his fellow mage's descent, and hastenedhis progress to overtake.

 

His lip curled in what seemed contempt, the red-hairedmage pointed to a cloud of settling dust farther up theroadway. 'There. Do you see?'

 

Kerolo took a studied look at the aftermath of tragedythat milled in the roadway: horses, lathered stillfrom a charge. Warriors in Shinzawai blue, dismountednow, with the huddled remnants of Lord Jiro's honorguard held at swordpoint. Omelo dead inside the circle,sprawled on the blade of his own sword; Chumaka besidethe fallen officer, shocked past cleverness for once. TheAnasati First Adviser stooped low with his hands overhis face, as near to tears as he had ever been since hisboyhood.

 

'The Lord is not with his men,' Tapek observed in his
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iciest tone. All the while, his eyes flicked up and down the road,taking stock of the fallen.

 

'He is not with his warriors,' Kerolo said softly, almostsadly in comparison. 'Nor would a commander as staunchas Omelo fall upon his own sword for no reason.'

'Jiro's dead, you think?' Tapek returned, a wildness akinto joy lighting his rest!.ess eyes. Then he stiffened, as if hestood on firm earth. 'Look. Under the trees.'

 

More slowly, Kerolo responded. After a moment he,too, saw what lay beneath a small rise in the groundnot ten paces distant from Hokanu's abandoned sword,left standing upright in the earth, still dean.

Before Kerolo could sigh, or utter any word to expresshis wish that vengeance must continually run to bloodshed,Tapek snapped out, 'He was strangled! In dishonor LordJiro died. We have been defied again!'

 

Kerolo gave a Tsurani shrug, regret in his mild expression.We were too late to prevent killing. But none maydispute that Lord Hokanu deserved the traditional rightof reprisal. It is known who was responsible for his father'sassassination.'

 

Tapek seemed not to hear. 'This is Mara's doing. Herhusband has ever clung to her hem. Does she believe we ;will permit this bloodshed just because her hands seem to

be clean?'

 

Kerolo tucked his fingers in his voluminous cuffs, unconvinced. 'That's supposition, particularly since the Assemblyalready must decide what action to take over her army'sengagement on the Plain of Nashika.'

 

'Decide?' Tapek's brows climbed in affront. 'You cannotbe thinking of reconvening the council! Our debate anddelay have already cost the Empire one great house.'

'Hardly that extremity.' Kerolo's mildness assumed afragile edge, like a sword blade ground too long at thewhetstone. 'There are cousins left who bear descent fromthe Anasati: a half-dozen young women consigned to thetemple who have not yet taken binding vows of service.'

Tapek was not to be placated. 'what? Set power in thehands of yet another untried female? You amaze me! Eithera hapless girl who will watch her inheritance destroyedbefore she is Ruling Lady for a year, or another Mara! Thatchoice twenty years ago is precisely the same circumstancethat spawned this difficulty in the first place.'

'The Assembly will appoint an Anasati successor after weresolve the issue between the Shinzawai and the Acoma,'Kerolo insisted. 'We must go to the City of the Magicians.Now. This news should be heard promptly.'

 

At this Tapek's eyes narrowed. 'Fool! We can take hernow, in her guilt!'

 

Kerolo kept to himself his suspicion of possible cho-jacollusion. He did not repeat his inward fear: that alreadyMara might have won herself a greater ally than any mortalEmperor. 'Jiro is already dead,' he argued gently. 'What useundue haste now? There will be no further conflict. WithJiro dead, what need is there?'

 

Tapek almost shouted. 'Do you think that Jiro was myreason for stringent opposition of Mara? She threatensus, you fool! She has greater ambitions than merely arival's death.'

 

Unhappy at the reminder, Kerolo still strove for calm.'I am neither blind nor always the slave of protocol. But

I must insist, brother. With our edict still in force, evenwere Mara as bloody-minded as some other Lords of ouracquaintance, none of the Anasati claimants may be hunteddown. We must decide which of them is fittest to assumethe Anasati mantle. Come; the matter is too weighty forus to act unilaterally. We must consult the wishes of ourbrethren.'

 

'They are idiots, or worse, accomplices!' Tapek fumedback. He paced over air, spun, and whipped back to stab
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a finger at his companion. 'I will not stand idle throughthis crisis! I must act, for the Good of the Empire!'

Kerolo bowed in stiff-faced opposition to the invocationof the ritual phrase. 'My place is to inform the others.' Hishand dropped to his pocket, and his teleportation devicebuzzed like the whine of an angry insect.

 

'Fool!' Tapek spat at the empty air, his word halfwhirled away by the suck of air left at his brother mage'sdeparture.

 

Tapek looked down. Below, under cloudless noon, Anasatiand Shinzawai completed the time-honored, paireddance of victor and vanquished. ~

 

Then, as if their actions were of no more consequence '7,)to him than the buildings and the battles of insects, theywere abandoned to their own devices as he, too, reached forhis device and departed.
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Destruction

 

The air snapped.

 

Tapek materialised fifty feet up in the air in a newlocation, many miles to the south of Jiro's death site. Th.magician's expression was vexed. His hunt to pin downthe location of Mara's litter promised difficulty, since she.unlike Jiro, had chosen her route for subterfuge. Her ForceCommander had admitted as much, when he confessed herchoice of back roads. Tapek shook a stray lock of hairfrom his eyes and gazed intently down on the landscape.Hwaet fields stretched below, gold turning brown, forthe harvest was neglected. A dusty road wound parallel toa creek bed, dry once more in keeping with the season.Nothing moved but a needra bull, pacing the confines ofhis pen. His herd boy lay under a tree, twitChing off fliesin the steamy heat. Since he had no reason to glance up, hefailed to notice the magician hovering directly overhead.

To Tapek's outlook, the slave boy had as little consequenceas the flies. The magician crossed his arms anddrummed his fingers against his sleeves. A Search by lineof sight was not going to be effective: the territory whereMara was likely to be was simply too large. (Urgency ateat him. Kerolo had left something of significance unsaid,the red-haired mage was convinced of it. Why else shouldanyone of his arcane abilities feel the need to rush like achild to report to the Assembly?

 

What was Mara plotting, that she should have dared giveattack orders to her troops on the Plain of Nashika ? Tapeklicked his lips, brooding. The woman was devious. Even ifJiro s death was not her doing, but solely the province of
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Hokanu, still, someone representing the Assembly shouldseek her out, if only to make apprehending her easierwhen fat windbags like Hochopepa were finally forcedto acknowledge her transgression. The Assembly wouldmove from words to punitive action, Tapek had no doubt.Nothing else could come of the fact that their absoluteauthority had been compromised.

 

A spell of finding should suffice to track the Lady,Tapek resolved. His midair stance unnecessary for such aconjuring, he let himself settle slowly toward the ground.As his feet touched earth, the needra bull winded a snortof alarm, curled up his tail, and bolted. Its herd boy rousedwith a start. He saw the magician as he scrambled to hisfeet. With a cry of fear, he flattened himself in terrifiedobeisance, belly to the earth.

 

The needra bull thundered on toward the far fence,turned, and circled. Its hooves chewed up good grass. Butin the fearful presence of a Black Robe, the slave feared torise and calm it.

 

Which was proper, Tapek reasoned; the populace shouldfeel nothing but awe toward those of his rank. Tapekignored both boy and beast. Self-absorbed, he stood bythe trembling slave and murmured an incantation.

He touched his palms together to dose his gatheredpower, shut his eyes, and released. Tendrils of invisibleforce extended from his person. They emanated across thecountryside, searching. Where they touched roads or backthoroughfares, even the most rudimentary trails used byfarmers to cart produce from the fields, the magical sensorsbrightened. They turned and followed the byways. Asinvisible threads, they coursed even the smallest footpaths.Within minutes, Tapek stood at the center of an outflungarray of magic strands. His probes became an extension ofhimself, an expanding net that was sensitised to detect thepresence of movement. Like a spider in a web, he waited.
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A twitch at his nerves brought his attention to bear ona shaded lane where two servants loitered at love. Themagician let that strand slip and turned his focus on others.Here passed a small band of grey warriors, hunting for anunguarded needra herd; hunger drove them into lands thatnormally were populated and defended. They were notthe only such band; thieves had grown bold during theEmpire-wide unrest. But Tapek stayed detached. Thesewretched folk at their lawlessness were no concern of his.He dismissed the grey warriors' presence, seeking anothercompany; less predatory, perhaps, and better armed, butmoving just as furtively. He identified two small honorguards belonging to minor nobles; these warriors weresimply hurrying with their masters to shelter under theprotection of stronger benefactors.

 

His probes twined across wooded lands and fields leftuntended. He crossed an expanse of dried thyza paddies,the dead shoots stuck up through cracked earth like serriedranks of brown quills. Birds pecked and squabbled over theheads of shriveled grain.

 

And yet the movements of scavengers were not all thatdisturbed this sector. Past the arid fields, under cover of acopse of ulo saplings, Tapek's snare sensed something else:a half-glimpsed flash of green armor, and the rapid trampof feet. His lips twitched. Now, at last, he touched upon alarger force, all of one hundred strong. This was hers: hisquarry.

 

Tapek focused his mind upon the site, and power definedits image. A dark-lacquered litter with shatra-bird hangingsmoved rapidly down a back road. The bearers were pickedfor strength and speed, and around them, in a sun-caughtblaze of green armor, marched Mara's honor company ofwarriors. They were fighting fit, and armored as much forbattle as for ceremony. What set them apart from all otherretinues was the presence of a mantled adviser who wore a
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soldier's helm, and who swung along briskly on a crutch.The rich fall of his robes could not quite hide the fact thathe had lost his left leg.

 

Keyoke, Tapek identified, his smile a flash of white teeth.No house in the Empire but Mara's kept a cripple in highoffice. The old man yet kept his pride, not letting hisinfirmity slow the pace. Yet his presence further indicatedMara's culpability, Tapek guessed. The venerable formerForce Commander would not be set at risk in the fieldunless the Lady felt great need for reassurance. Quietly themagician concluded his surveillance. Another grey head wasalso in Mara's company: Incomo, a senior adviser whomthe Lady had learned to value since her acquisition of hisservice from her vanquished Minwanabi enemies.

Incomo was never one to endorse outright innovation.Such was the allure of the Lady's charisma that even heronetime foes were moved to support her in conspiracy.Tapek felt a flicker of ire. That this mere woman thoughtthat she could move outside the law, and even by implicationlay claim to the rights reserved for the Assembly,was dangerous. Her actions made her anathema. The godsthemselves must know outrage.

 

Tapek gauged the distance between himself and thefleeing retinue. His dosed eyes twitched with tension as hecollapsed his net of power. The single tendril that connectedhim with Mara's location he kept. A sudden fey giddinesspassed through him as he shifted the balance of his powersand touched them to that strand. He disappeared from hisvantage point by the pasture silently, leaving the stupefiedslave still groveling, and the needra bull to settle its discordunattended.

 

The magician reappeared on a lane miles distant, underdappled shade, slightly to the rear of Mara's column.

His arrival was accomplished without fanfare. Still, hispresence might have been expected, so swiftly did the rear
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ranks of Acoma soldiers stop short and whirl in place toface him. Their swords were ready, if not yet drawn, asif he, a Black Robe, presented the menace of a commonbandit.

 

The moment passed when his dark cloth should have beenrecognised for what it represented: a magician's robe couldnever be mistaken for the rags worn by a masterless thiefof the road. Despite this, Mara's warriors did not bow orease their stance. The two advisers stood silent.

Here was impudence! Tapek fumed. The issue could nolonger be disputed. Irked that the Assembly should yetbe wasting itself with council and talk, Tapek hissed aninvoluntary breath in anger. Mara's entourage showeddisrespect of the first order, to face him as if he could bethreatened by weapons of war!

 

Their boldness must go no further, Tapek resolved.

He assumed a fearful mien.

 

Despite a curt order to hold from Keyoke, the servantsand slaves who marched at the core of Mara's retinuescattered and fled through the ranks of her guard. Thebearers who held the litter trembled visibly, but a woman'svoice from behind the curtains stayed their panic. At somesecond, unseen signal, they started forward at a run, thelitter swaying and rocking in time to their ungainly race.

Thunderstruck with astonishment, Tapek stood rooted.Obstinance was one thing; but this! That Mara's servantsshould dare to display anything other than instant obeisancein his presence was unthinkable!

 

Then the Strike Leader of Mara's honor guard shouted,'Come no closer, Great One.'

 

Tapek shivered with affront. No one who was not amagician had raised his voice against him since he was aboy with talent yet undiscovered. Such insolence shockedthe mage to fury after years of unquestioned obedience.Ready to spit with revulsion, or lash the very air with
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wild power, he shouted, 'My words are as law, and yourmistress has transgressed our edict! Stand away or die!'

The Acoma officer might be trembling, but his words heldnothing of compliance. 'Then we will perish defending ourLady and enter the halls of the Red God as honored Acomawarriors!' He snapped a signal to his men. As one body,the green-armored company fanned out, blocking the BlackRobe's path.

 

The escaping litter gained ground. Keyoke exchanged aword with the officer. Tapek recognised Sujanra, one of thetwo Acoma Senior Force Leaders. The officer gave Keyoke acurt nod. A crutch saluted, signaling decision. Then Keyokespun on his good leg, and ha!f hopped, half swung after hisretreating mistress.

 

Incensed by the inconceivable effrontery of this futile,armed resistance, to be faced by Tsurani with anything butabject servility, Tapek's anger manifested as pure power.

He raised his hands. Energy crackled and gatheredaround his forearms. It poised above his palms, brighteninginto a corona too fierce for human vision.

 

Mara's warriors might be dazzled blind, but they answeredby drawing their swords. Tapek heard the hiss of bladeleaving sheath even over the buzz of the arcane forces hegathered. His rage stopped thought. One with the surge ofhis magic, he knotted his killing fury into a concentratedball. The magic coalesced within his hand to a rainbow playof colors that flashed and melded, heated to searing red.

'See what your mistress's folly has brought you!' Tapekscreamed as he hurled his bolt of power at the honor guard.The ball of searing light leaped out, expanding with acrackle that shook the earth. The warriors nearest to Tapekwere overtaken, and violent, flaming death erupted amongtheir ranks. Leaping like a thing alive, the spell-wroughtflame sprang from man to man, and in an instant livingflesh flared up as a torch. The fires brought agony withoutrelief. Men screamed, though the intake of breath scorchedtheir lungs, and sucked the spell into their bodies to ravagetheir inner tissues. No matter how brave and resolute, thestricken warriors crumpled to their knees, then writhed inmindless suffering on the ground. Green armor blackenedand blistered. The torment was hideous, beyond mortalendurance; except that the watching magician regardedthem and did endure, stone-hearted. His red hair blew andtangled in drifts of smoke, and his nostrils pinched at theacrid stench of scorched hair and hide.

 

The spell was not recalled. Tapek let the minutes pass

until the flames at last quenched, their fuel spent. No boneand sinew remained to be burned. Only skeletons wereleft; charred, smoking fingers clenched blackened weapons.Sparks still danced in the eye sockets of the skulls, as iflife lingered yet inside, still feeling, still howling in silenttorment. The mouths gaped, forever frozen into screams.

Tapek relished his satisfaction. Before him stood onlythe inner core of warriors, the last rank left alive toguard the road before the vanishing litter; and beyondthese, their higher officers, Force Leader Sujanra and theadviser Incomo. All stood fast, confronting death as truesoldiers of the Acoma; even the palsied old adviser.

Tapek stepped forward, stiff with disbelief Drainedbeyond anger or amazement, and light-headed from thepotency of his magic, he struggled to muster his wits. 'Whatis this? Are you blind? Fools? You saw what became ofyour companions!' He gestured toward the ashes of whatlately had been living men, and his voice rose to a shriek,magic-enhanced. 'Why are you not on your bellies, crying

~mercy?'

 

None of Mara's surviving honor guard moved. Her seniorofficers kept a grim facade and said nothing.

 

Tapek took another step ahead. The slowest of the fleeingslaves had fallen prone, overcome by the display of a BlackRobe's unrestrained wrath. They lay in the ditches a dozenpaces back from the roadside, weeping and shivering,their foreheads pressed to earth. Tapek ignored these asif they were faceless, of less import than winnowed grassunderfoot. Wind-blown cinders stung his eyes as he crossedthe seared ranks of the dead. Blistered bits of armor andfinger bones crunched under his feet. Closer he came, andcloser still; Mara's retinue held fast.

 

Down the road, curtains flying awry, the green-lacqueredlitter bounced as its bearers raced with their burden. Keyokehad caught up to them, despite the encumbrance of hiscrutch.

 

Tapek regarded their futile flight with contempt as headdressed the warriors before him. 'What does your loyaltymatter in the end? Your mistress will never survive toescape.'

 

The Lady's defenders refused speech. The plumes onSujanra's helm twisted and quivered, yet that detail gaveno satisfaction. The movement was no part of cowardice,but only the influence of the wind. The Force Leader'swill was rock, his resolve unbending. Incomo stood likea priest in the holy ground of a temple, his face revealingan expression of profound acceptance.

 

Tapek gazed upon each of these warriors who hadwitnessed his wrath, and still could not be made to fear.One thing remained that might hurt them, might yet shattertheir front of solidarity and defiance.

 

His anger burning again, Tapek gauged the distancebetween himself and the site where Mara's litter hadretreated around a bend. He marked a lightning-torntree. With a flexing of his will, his magic relocated himto that spot.

 

As the Black Robe appeared, Keyoke whirled andstopped. Braced on his crutch, he assumed guard stancebetween the mage and his mistress's litter.

'Tell your Lady's bearers to halt!' Tapek demanded.

'Let my Lady command her slaves as she will.' Keyokeslipped his crutch from under his arm. He gripped it withboth hands and twisted, releasing a hidden catch. Thesmoothed wood parted with the dean, dear hiss thatsignaled a blade being drawn from a scabbard concealedinside. His voice was not an old man's, but rang like thatof a field general as he said, 'Neither will I stand aside,unless my Lady so orders.'

 

Tapek was beyond astonishment. He glared, but saw noyielding. Keyoke's face was weathered leather, scribed withtoo many lines and too many years of hard living to alterits set and show weakness. His eyes might not be so dearof late, but they burned with the surety of his self-worth.He had faced the worst a warrior could imagine, to surviveand overcome the shame of living maimed. Death, hissteady gaze seemed to say, held no secrets, but only finalquiet rest.

 

'No need, old man,' the magician snapped. He movedtoward the thicket where the bearers had scurried, draggingMara's litter to shelter.

 

Keyoke moved with surprising speed. The magicianfound himself targeted by the lunge of a sword's point,wielded by a cripple.

 

The speed of the attack confounded Tapek, and justbarely, he dodged aside. 'You dare!' he shouted.

For all that had gone before, that any man alive shouldattempt violence against him was beyond Tapek's imagination.Keyoke not only dared, he repeated the act. Hissword whined down, snapping a rip in black cloth. Tapekhopped away, his movements less graceful than thoseof the one-legged swordsman as he barely escaped thedeadly blow. The blade flicked, cut, and forced him backyet again. Harried almost off balance, Tapek could notsummon concentration. To focus his will and access magic
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was impossible as he ducked and sidestepped and backedaway from the old man's attack. 'Stop! Stop at once!' criedthe magician. Unaccustomed to physical exertion, it was allhe could do not to pant.

 

Mockery tinged Keyoke's next feint. 'What, you cannotoutrun even me?'

 

Forced to teleport out of reach, Tapek reappeared,breathing hard. Tsurani enough to burn with shame forhis retreat, and half choking in throttled rage, he drewhimself up with as much majesty as he could muster. Froma deep pit of black wrath, he summoned power. Magicgathered in him and made the air crackle with ozone.Blue energies discharged around him, as if he centered asmall-scale lightning storm.

 

Still Keyoke admitted no fear. As he leaned on the bladehe had carried in his crutch, his normally impassive miengave way to a thin-edged scorn. He observed, 'My mistressis right. Your kind are nothing but men, no wiser or noblerthan other men.' Seeing his words sting the magician, whonow stood trembling, he added, 'And fearful, childish menat that.'

 

From behind, amid the standing handful of Acoma honorguard, a warrior snickered.

 

Tapek roared in mindless fury. His focused mightunleashed. His hand fell in a cutting motion, and ashadowy shape swooped out of empty air. The apparitionreared up, then towered, a darkness like a well of moonlessnight. It poised for only a heartbeat, then spun in a rushtoward Keyoke.

 

On reflex, the old man raised his blade to parry. Fast as amore youthful man, he met the thing edge on. But his foe thistime was nothing solid. His weapon passed unobstructedthrough inky darkness. He did not twist aside in attemptedflight, even as the spell cut inside his guard. Because Keyokemet the spell unflinching, it struck him full in the chest.
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Armor might have slowed it; the shimmering, silk of hisadviser's garb daunted the dark not at all. Its fell touchshriveled the fabric. After that, Keyoke's voluntary controlwas sundered. The proud old warrior who had candledMara in childhood stiffened. His fingers loosened. Hissword fell from his hand as the shadow bit into him. His eyeslost their determination, widened in agony and terror.

And yet at the last, the fighter had the victory. His tiredheart could not withstand the shock and the pain that ayounger man would have endured; his spirit, its term longserved, had in late years kept a light hold on life. Keyoketottered, his chin tipped toward the sky as if in salute tohis gods. Then he collapsed in a heap, his body as dead asthe stones beneath him, and his face relaxed in peace.

Tapek's rage remained unquenched. He had wanted theold man to scream and beg, to howl in animal misery,that Mara, cowering in her litter, might know her belovedAdviser for War had suffered as a dog might, expressly at thewhim of its master. Tapek cursed. Regret goaded his temperto new heights. He had wanted Mara dead before her oldwarrior's life flickered its last, so that Keyoke would see hersent to Turakamu before him, and die knowing his lifeworkwas wasted. Consumed by white fury, the magician lungedafter the litter, abandoned now by its bearers and sittingforlorn in the thicket. Tapek muttered incantations andsnapped harsh spells out of air. He bit off his wordsand spiked each breath with gestures. His conjury raiseda duster of silvery disks that hovered, spinning, above hishands. Their edges were keener than knives, and the breezecarved by their passage gave off a dissonant hum. 'Go!' themage commanded.

 

The death disks whirled away faster than sight, andcarved through the thicket. Their touch sucked life. Green

plants and saplings withered, shriveled in a moment todry twigs. No object held power to stop them; no barrier
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could slow their course. They crossed stone as if throughshadow, and sliced through the litter curtains withoutrending a thread. As they converged inside, a woman'schoked-off scream rang through the glade. Then camesilence, unbroken by the rustle of songbirds.

 

Every wild creature had long since fled.

 

The warriors at Tapek's back remained. Whipped tooutrage by the attack on their mistress's litter, their StrikeLeader called them to charge.

 

Tapek loosed a maniacal laugh as he pivoted to facethem. The swords in their hands looked foolish, and thebattle lust in their faces the grimace of rank fools. Themagician amplified his spell. He waved his hands, sendingdisk after disk spinning into the ranks that rushed him.

Men fell. they did not scream, having no moment t odraw breath. One instant they lived and ran, shoutingAcoma battle cries. The next second, cut by the mage'skiller disks, they withered. Their legs folded, spilling themlike stick figures onto dry earth. Tapek's fury remained infull flood. As if determined to scorch and kill everythingin sight, he continued to hurl magic. Flash after flash lefthis hands shaped as spells of destruction. The air chimedand sang off the edges of his spinning projectiles longafter the last of Mara's warriors had fallen dead, Incomosprawled among them in a crumple of silk robes like someincongruous trodden flower.

 

Tapek's strength ebbed suddenly.

 

Exhausted, dizzy and fighting spinning vision, the magicianhad no choice but to pause and catch his breath. Hedid not gloat. Resentment still smoldered within him, thatmere men had defied him. He did not regret their demise athis hand, but that he had been goaded into killing Mara tooquickly. Her end had deserved to be painful and prolonged,for the trouble she had caused the Assembly.

 

Tapek shrugged his robe straight, then picked his way
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between carcasses toward what once had been a greenthicket. A scattering of slaves and servants cowered whimpering,their faces pressed to earth. The death spells hadwinnowed their numbers, and what few were left werehalf mad. Tapek stalked past and pushed through drysticks and blackened branches toward the dead patch ofearth surrounding the Acoma litter. Dried leaves and brittletwigs crumbled to dust at his passage.

 

Only the litter's bright lacquer was undimmed; sparedthe effects of life-draining magic, it seemed almost artificialin the brilliance of untrammeled sunlight. Tapek steppedahead and swept aside the curtains with their embroideredblazon of shatra birds.

 

A lifeless woman reclined on the cushions, staring witheyes frozen wide in astonishment. Her limbs were clothedin the robes of a great Lady, but her features were notMara's.

 

Tapek's curse rang out over the ruin in the roadway.

He had accomplished nothing but the execution of somemaid wearing Mara's robes. He had been duped! He, a mageof the Assembly, had been lulled by the presence of Keyokeand a handful of officers and soldiers into the belief that hehad overtaken the Lady. Instead, she had counted a victoryupon him, anticipating his hot temper. The soldiers had allknown, before they died, that she had bested a Great Oneof the Assembly; as had the old man. Keyoke had playedalong with the ruse, no doubt to his fullest amusementbefore he died.

 

Tapek glared through the woods in frustration. Exceptfor a cowering handful of slaves, his spells had cut down

all life. Any in the Acoma retinue of high enough station toknow the Lady's whereabouts were now slaughtered, andno satisfaction could be gained by questioning or tortureof witless slaves.

 

Tapek found curses insufficient vindication. Neither
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could he subside and meekly swallow the irony of Mara'striumph. He snapped up his hand, creating a vortex ofscintillating colors above his head. Faster and faster hewhipped the energies, then, with a flick of a wrist, castthe deadly rainbow toward the woods. The energies struckthe trees and undergrowth. Magic raised a crack and ashimmer that exploded in alien blue-white light. The singedair give off a stench of cooked metal, and living matter wasimmolated. Where the slaves had been, there was nothing,not bones, not shadows, but only a scouring of uncannyspellcraft.

 

The coruscation dimmed, then flicked out. Sweat-drenched,Tapek stood panting. His eyes swept back and forth,examining the scope of his handiwork. Before his feetyawned a crater stripped of soil. The rock of the earthstood bare to view and above it, for yards in each direction,nothing crawled or flew. Revealed also were the Acomaservants who had managed to flee the farthest. No longersheltered by brush, they lay writhing in the aftermath ofthe magic that had lashed them. Their faces and skinwere blistered, blackened leather; their hands were searedfingerless. These few still twitched, dying in lingering agonythat could find no voice even to scream.

 

'Splendid,' said a voice out of air.

 

Tapek started, turned, and saw Akani, lately arrivedfrom the City of the Magicians. He wore a shield spellagainst arcane attack, that sparkled like a bubble in theafternoon sun.

 

Too spent to offer greeting, Tapek sagged. His strengthwas at lowest ebb, but he took heart at the possibilityof swift reinforcement. 'Good. You are needed. I amexhausted. Find -'

 

Akani interrupted in annoyed acerbity. 'I will do none ofyour bidding. In fact, I was sent to find you. Kerolo sentword that you were acting rashly.' With cold eyes and a
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study for detail, Akani reviewed the ravaged countryside.'I judge the case was understated. You've been played for afool, Tapek. A child could be expected to react to taunts, buta full-trained mage of the Assembly? Your excesses speak illof us all.'

 

Tapek's features turned thunderous. 'Do not mock me,Akani. Mara set a clever trap to defy us!'

 

The litigator turned magician said in contempt, 'Noneed. You do an exceptional job of aiding her cause byyourself.'

 

'What? I am no ally of hers!' Tapek tottered forward,fiercely irked that his powers were spent.

 

Akani dispensed with his defences, a subtle insult toemphasise the plain fact that his fellow mage was reducedto helpless fuming. With a regard to the last twitchingbodies of Mara's servants, he said, 'You realise that ifLady Mara fled her litter in disguise, you have left not aface intact to tell.'

 

Tapek responded with pique. 'Then engage your strengthto find her! Mine has been fully exhausted in this cause.'

'Wasted, more like. Nor will I act on this further.' Akaniadvanced on his colleague. 'I was dispatched by the Assemblyto fetch you back. You have acted without, warranton a matter that is under discussion; that is a shamefulbreach of our covenant, and matters are far graver than youknow. You were exhorted to use prudence, yet you let yourpassions rule you. If the Good Servant is not already dead,

you have destroyed the very officers we had at hand whomight have revealed the extent of her plot against us.'

Tapek frowned. 'Plot? Against the Assembly? You meanshe's done more than defy us?'

 

Akani sighed. His youthful face looked tired. Moved byhis background in law to examine all sides of an issue, headmitted, 'We drove her to it. But yes, Lady Mara may havein mind to disrupt our treaty with the cho-ja.'
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'She'd never dare!' Tapek exploded, but the memory ofKeyoke's brazen challenge contradicted that presumption.There was nothing that gods-accursed Acoma bitch wouldnot try. Nothing.

 

'The Lords of the Nations never expected her to survivethe might of the Minwanabi, let alone destroy them,' Akaniqualified drily. 'Our kind have long been inured to struggleby dint of our exalted position. We have forgotten toguard against contention, and our past complacence bringsus peel.

 

Then, as he saw aggression kindle in his colleague's eyes,the ex-litigator added, 'Your part in this matter is finished,Tapek, by the Assembly's decree. Now come with me.'Taking his teleportation device in hand, Akani activatedit, then firmly gripped Tapek's shoulder. The two magiciansvanished in an inrush of air that sucked eddies in the driftingsmoke, and wafted fresh air over the last, jerking spasms ofdying Acoma servants.

 

The Lady's boldness had saved her. Tapek, in his impromptusearch, had never thought to look off the roads, in thedeepest, thickest undergrowth. He perceived no deeperthan Mara's outer trappings as a pampered noble Lady,and could never have imagined how profoundly her forayinto Thuril had changed her. Besides her bold strike intorough country, the direction Mara had taken when she lefther litter and main company was not northward towardKentosani. Instead, she had cut due southwest, in directline toward the nearest cho-ja tunnels.

 

She and the warriors with her traveled without restthrough two nights. Now, near sundown of the secondday, the Lady stumbled on her feet. Saric walked at hershoulder, his touch at her elbow holding her upright, thoughhe was scarcely more able himself.

 

The one scout who still maintained alertness raised a

Destruction

 

739

 

hand. Only when Mara had been restrained gently to astop did she realise the reason for his signal.

The birds in the high, dense canopy of ulo trees hadstopped singing.

 

She motioned for her rear guard to halt and said,'What is it?'

 

Saric poised, listening. The Strike Leader on point quietlyurged his warriors to search the treetops.

 

'Are we in danger from ambush?' Mara asked in awhisper.

 

The scout who had first given warning shook his head.'Hardly here. Even thieves would starve if they staked outthis area of the forest. No trafffic to keep them supplied.' Hecocked his head, and was fastest to note the approachingnoise of armed men. 'A patrol, I chink, my Lady.'

'None of ours,' Saric concluded. He glanced at StrikeLeader Azawari, who nodded, while the small band ofhand-picked warriors drew swords. To the scout theAcoma adviser said urgency, 'How far are we from thetunnel entrance?'

 

'A mile at best,' came the answer; too far to run in thiscompany's exhausted state, even if they were not to beharried from the rear.

 

Saric stepped before his Lady, who sweated under herlayers of borrowed armor. She had carried the addedweight well enough, but her skin was chafed raw from theunaccustomed motion of walking. Still, pluckily, she keptup appearances and reached for the sword at her side.

Saric clamped her hand in a freezing grip, his penchant

for questions lost to urgency. 'No. If we are attacked, youmust flee and seek to hide. Save the sword for yourself, tofall on if need be, should you be taken. But to try to holdhere would be folly.' More kindly he added, 'You have notraining, mistress. The first stroke you met would cut youdown.'
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Mara looked him sternly in the eyes. 'If I must run, youwill follow suit. Nacoya did not school you for your office only to see you wasted in armed combat.'

 

Saric managed a half-flippant shrug. 'A sword thrustwould be kinder than a magician's spell.' For he had noillusions. Their small, fast-moving party might haveescaped notice from the Assembly, but not for long. Yetto remain beyond reach of arcane retribution, his Ladymust live to find refuge in the Cho-ja tunnels.

Mara noted her adviser's sharp silence; she tried not tothink, as he did, of the Great Ones. To open her thoughtsto such fears, she must surely collapse and weep: forLujan and Irrilandi, perhaps dead with all of her armies;for Keyoke, Force Leader Sujanra, and Incomo, whowere all that remained,of her old guard, and who hadbeen set out as bait with her litter, their lives herdiversion, and their sacrifice her last hope for Justin.

Where Hokanu was, the gods only knew. That he alsomight be most hideously lost did not bear imagining.Worst of all, Mara shied off from the question thatgnawed at the edges of her mind: that Justin might indeedsurvive to claim heirship to the golden throne, but at thecost of every other life that was beloved to her.

Mara bit her lip. Poised with Saric on the edge of flight,she firmed her will to keep from trembling.

 

The sounds of snapping twigs and marching men drewcloser. Her party's trail was plain to read, since they hadtaken no care to hide their tracks, as they had passed farenough from the road that their presence was unlikely todraw notice. Once in the deep wilds, speed had beendeemed of the essence. ~

 

Or so her reduced council of officers had decided, andthey paid for that misjudgment now.

 

Strike Leader Azawari sorted his options and chose.'Fan gut,' he murmured to his warriors. 'Give them nosolid rank

to charge on. Let it be man to man, and confusing, `0 triteour Lady's escape for as long as we can.'

 

Saric's fingers tightened over Mara's hand. 'Come,, hewhispered in her ear. 'Let us be off'

 

She resisted him, rooted and stubborn.

 

Then the rear rank scout straightened up and gave aglad shout. 'They're ours!' He laughed in stark relief and~pointed to the glimpse of green armor that came andwent between the trees.

 

Men who had begun to scatter pulled back in-to onemain body. Swords slid into scabbards, and grins flashedin the deep-woods shadow. Somebody hammered

some-One else's armored shoulder, and words passedaround Of a wager. 'Ten to one that old Keyokeprevailed, and sent us reinforcements!'

 

'Hush!' rapped their Strike Leader. 'Form rankS and bequiet.'

 

Azawari's sternness reminded: there was grave dangerstill. The new arrivals might only be bearers of bad news.

Now the ranks of the warriors appeared, striding brisklythrough the forest. They seemed fresh. Their armOr wascorrect, if bearing scrapes in the high-gloss finish fromforced march through close brush. Mara fought the needto sit down, to steal a moment of rest while her twoforces exchanged tidings and regrouped.

 

Only Saric's iron grip kept her propped on bliStered,

aching feet. 'Something's not right,' he murmured thatarmor. The details are wrong.'

 

Mara stiffened. Like him, she sharpened her gaze tosearch faces. Threat of peril prickled the hair on her neckThe men were all strange, and that distressed her. Toooften her people were not known by sight, since herarmieS had grown vast over the years.

 

It was Saric, first earmarked for his station because he
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never forgot a face, who hissed, 'I know them. They wereonce Minwanabi.'

 

The approaching force numbered thirty, and it closed inrelentless formation. The Force Leader at the fore raised ahand in friendly salute, and called the Strike Leader with,Mara by name.

 

Unobtrusive in her warrior's garb, Mara stared atSaric. Her face had paled. Even her lips were white.'Minwanabi!'

 

Saric nodded fractionally. 'Renegades. These were onesthat never swore to your natami. That dark-haired manwith the scarred cheek: him I cannot mistake.'

One soft hearted moment of pity, Mara recalled, andnow she had treachery in payment for the demeng thathad prompted her to let these foemen go free. She had onlya split second to judge her call; for these warriors in anotherfive steps would be among her ranks, dangerous as adderswere they turn-coats.

 

It tore her inside, to chink they might be loyal; but Saric'smemory was impeccable. Keyoke and Lujan had sworn byit She sucked in a shaky breach and snapped a nod to herfirst Adviser.

 

Saric raised the alarm, that her woman's voice might notgive her away. 'Enemies! Azawari, call the charge!'

The Strike Leader's order bellowed over chaos as thelead ranks of traitors discarded appearance, drew swords,and leaned into a fighting run.

 

Mara felt her arm half jerked from its socket as Saricspun her from the ranks, and behind him. 'Go!' he halfscreamed; even under pressure his adviser's tendency toseek subterfuge remained. 'Run and send word to theothers!' he shouted, as if she were a younger soldierdispatched away as messenger.

 

The first swords dashed as the pair of green-armored

companies closed in combat. Men grunted, cursed, orshouted the battle cries of the Acoma. They blinkedsweat-stung eyes, and engaged, and prayed to their gods forthe judgment to enable them to separate friend from foe.

For all were armored alike in Mara's green.

 

Strike Leader Azawari called encouragement, then reachedand jerked Saric from the fray. Years of training made himsarcat-quick, and he interposed himself in the adviser'splace, parrying the stroke of the foeman already engaged.'Guard our messenger,' he snapped. 'You know where heneeds to be!'

 

Saric's features twisted in frustration. He had been awarrior before he was an adviser; he could be so onceagain. Where better the need? But the teaching of oldNacoya forced him to review all options. There washis Lady, running hard through the trees, tripping overroots in her ill-fitting armor. She was no swordsman. Sheshould not be stripped of all protection, or counsel, andSaric's split-second knack for sound reason showed himthe wisdom of Azawari's choice.

 

'Tear out the hearts of these dogs!' he grated hoarsely.'I'll see that our messenger reaches the main column. We'llbe back before you have time to kill them all!'

Then he ran in a white heat of fury. Of course, no advancecolumn existed. The guards who defended were all here, andoutnumbered three to one. That his Lady had come this far,had traveled into perils in Thuril and sacrificed her mostbeloved servants, for this! A petty bit of treachery, no doubtthe handiwork of the Anasati Lord. Such a plot could not-no,would not! - bring down the honored Servant of theEmpire. She might risk all to preserve her children, butSaric understood this race was for higher stakes than thelives of a boy and a girl, no matter how dear to him.

He raced ahead, no longer torn in his desires, but stungto greater effort by the outmatched struggles of his fellows.From behind came the rattle and crunch of swords striking
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armor. Screams sounded between grunts of human effortThe false soldiers chewed into the ranks of loyal Acomawith devastating steadiness. They were Minwanabi on along-anticipated vengeance raid. They did not care howthey fell.

 

Mara's men had more weighty matters on their mindas they strove to stem the enemy's rush. They did notdo battle simply to preserve their Lady's honor. Theykilled when they could, harried when they could not, andpainstakingly kept themselves alive to draw out the fightas long as possible.

 

Their fierceness did not pass unnoticed.

 

In bare minutes, one of the attackers recalled the messengersent away to report. He shouted to his officer about theunlikely escort commanded by a Strike Leader who couldill spare the loss of any one available sword.

'Hah!' cried the Minwanabi officer in his stolen Acomacolors. Satisfaction thickened his tone. 'You are no rearguard! Your Lady does not ride in a litter under betterprotection up ahead, eh?'

 

Azawari had no answer but the fury of swordplay. Heslammed his blade down on the helm of a foeman, andstepped back as the enemy crumpled. 'Find out,' heinvited grimly.

 

'Why should we?' Another Minwanabi dog was grinning'Men!' he commanded. 'Disengage and pursue that messenger!'

 

Saric heard the cry as he raced after Mara. He cursed,and slammed through an interlaced hammock of branchesthat his slighter mistress had slipped through. Shouts burstthrough the foliage at his back. False guardsmen now racedin chase at his heels. No Acoma could win free to stop them.Every loyal sword was already engaged, and the enemy'snumbers were greater.

 

Saric blinked sweat from his eyes. 'Go, go on,' he
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urged Mara. It made him ache to see how she stumbled.Her endurance was steel that she should still be on herfeet at all.

 

He must buy her time! For soon she must rest. If heslowed the rush of her pursuers, perhaps she could find acranny to hide, at least until her true warriors could reducethe numbers against her.

 

Saric ran. He reached Mara's side, caught her elbow, andsent her in a flying boost over a fallen tree trunk. 'Run!' hegasped. 'Don't stop until you hear no sounds of pursuit.Then hide. Sneak on at nightfall.'

 

She landed on her feet, staggered sideways, and fended offa branch, still running. Saric had spent his last moment towatch out for her. The pursuing Minwanabi were on him.

He whirled. Three swords came at him. He parried theone that mattered, and let the dead tree entangle the others.One Minwanabi stumbled back, gagging on blood, his chestpierced.

 

Saric jerked his blade dear, twisting to avoid a cut fromthe side. A branch bashed his ribs, the same that a momentago had spared him. He raised his bloodied blade and lasheddownward. Met by a solid parry, he let his momentumspend itself on the enemy sword, then snapped his elbowat an angle. His stroke sliced past the foeman's guard andkilled him. To himself, the former officer fumed advisergasped, 'Not so bad. Haven't lost too much.'

 

The soldier left alive sought to dodge past, to extricatehimself from the windfall's weave of branches and close

upon the boyish form he now suspected must be Lady Mara.Saric lunged to intercept. A searing slash along the back ofthe adviser's left shoulder warned of his mistake. Anotherguard had rushed him. Pinned in place against the downedtree, Saric spun and lashed out, taking his attacker in thethroat. The first soldier had by now won free and passed- by running hard. Saric muttered an irreverent prayer. His
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path was clear. He had only to keep on. Fatigue broughtagony as he punished tired sinews into motion. He raced,moaning in his need for air..He overhauled the warrior infalse colors, and slammed into him from the rear. Armordeflected his stroke. He found himself engaged, while yetanother foe slipped past and around, running after Mara'sfleeing form.

 

Saric fought, hampered by his useless shoulder. Blood randowp his arm and spattered the ground under his feet. Hissandals slipped on slicked leaves. He could barely defendhimself Weakness seemed to travel in waves through hissinews. His enemy was grinning, a bad sign. In a moment hisefforts would end in grief. Then a soldier called his name.

Saric stretched his lips in joyless recognition. Azawari stilllived. As the Acoma Strike Leader raced to the adviser'srelief, and more Minwanabi in false armor converged in aknot to prevent him, Saric managed a brief contact of eyesbetween strokes.

 

Each man knew his fate. Each smiled, welcoming thecertainty, the final relief that mortal flesh could no longerdeny. Saric was struck upon the side. The blow made himstagger, tearing a gasp from his throat. The Acoma StrikeLeader faced three more opponents. He was shouting inwhat seemed defiant rage, but Saric recognised cold purposebehind his insults. 'Come, Anasati puppets!' Azawaridanced and brandished his sword. 'You may tell yourchildren you sent Azawari, Strike Leader to the Servantof the Empire, to the Red God's halls! If you live to havechildren! If they can admit to fathers who shame themby wearing honored colors not their own. Die for yourinsolence, Minwanabi dogs!'

 

But the warriors were not goaded into striking; instead,they measured their distance. The middle one leaped atAzawari, while the others dodged to each side, resumingthe chase after Mara. Azawari flung sideways. The warrior

.
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who lunged at him missed his stroke, and the one who ranleft screamed as a sword slid between his ribs. The one whododged right checked his rush, uncertain. Azawari held nosuch hesitation. He flung himself after, not caring whethera sword whined between. He took a blow to the flank, butbrought down the runner in a lunge.

 

Saric saw the green-plumed helm fall. He blinked backfurious tears, aware that the gallant Strike Leader hadbought Mara precious seconds, for the last of the treacheroustrio had to stop his rush and stab his fallen bodytwice to ensure his death was certain.

 

The First Adviser raised his blade; too slow, for hismuscles were spent. He missed the stroke. Pain slashedhot across his neck, and the brightness of the world seemedsuddenly dull and distant. Saric tottered and fell. The lastthing he knew before darkness swallowed his senses wasthe rich smell of moss and the sound of enemy soldiersleaving the site of bloody victory to pursue one last runningform: Mara. Saric struggled to say a prayer for the GoodServant, but words would not come. He had no breath,and no more speech in him, after all. His final thought,as death took him, was of Nacoya, who had trained him.The indomitable harridan would be shrill when he met her

in Turakamu's halls, and found him fallen to a warrior'shonor despite her best efforts to raise him to higher station.More than eager to cross words with his touchy Acomapredecessor, for his mind was far from ready to quit thefight, Saric almost smiled.
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Mara ran.

 

Brush hooked her ankles, and her breach burned herthroat. She fought her way forward, gasping. Long pastthe point where her body needed rest, she knew if shestopped, she was dead. Enemies pursued her relentlesslyAs she ducked under branches, she caught glimpses of themfigures in green running after.

 

There was something profoundly evil in the sight of menwearing her house colors chasing behind with murderouspurpose. Mara thrashed through a strand of creeper, drive nby more than fear. That green armor had always representedchose willing to die for her, willing to protect her at any cost,and enemies wearing Acoma colors brought her to the edgeof despair.

 

How many had died of this last conjoined treachery ofMinwanabi and Anasati? Saric and Azawari, two of herfinest younger officers, ones she had determined to spareThe soldiers with her had been fit, tough men chosen fortheir dependability in an emergency. But with their eyesupon the Assembly of Magicians, who among them hatguessed that the trap to overtake them so near to their goalwould be so mundane, yet so murderous?

 

The cho-ja tunnels were just a short march distant.

Always a healthy woman, Mara was nevertheless not thegirl she had been when she had assumed the Acoma mantleThe wrestling matches and foot races with her brother werethirty years behind her, and her breath tore now from herchest. She could not continue; yet she must.

 

The soldiers behind were closing on her. Encumbered
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by heavier armor, they had marched some distance beforethe encounter; the race for a time had been even. Nowit was not. Mara's next step became a stumble. Herfoemen neared. For torturous minutes, the only soundshe acknowledged was the pounding of sandal-clad feetupon the earth and her own labored breaching.

 

Mara could not speak for breach and for sorrow. Therewere two at her heels, one just a pace behind, and the othera bare half stride more, and coming hard. Almost she couldsense the raised blade at her back. Any instant she expectedthe shock of the thrust, followed by pain and a spiraling fallinto darkness.

 

To die by the blade was honor, she thought wildly. Butshe felt only black rage. All in life she had striven for wouldbecome wasted because of a warrior's narrow-mindedhatred and revenge. She could do nothing; only punishher body forward in what might be the last step she took.So would a gazen die, nailed in flight by the mailed clawsof the sarcat who hunted for meat.

 

The ground began to rise. Mara threw herself into thegrade and tripped. She fell hard. A sword cut the air whereher body had been, and a warrior grufffly cursed.

She rolled through dry leaves. Her armor hampered her,and the sword at her side she had not thought to toss awayhooked on a root and trapped her.

 

She looked up to a dizzy impression of greenery andflecks of bright sky. Across these reared an enemy facein a nightmare of friendly colors. Mara saw the swordrise to slash down and take her. She had no breach to cryout, but could only fall back, thrashing, in a futile effortto escape.

 

The warrior who raced one pace behind reached thescene at that instant. His blade rose and fell a bit taster,by a fraction; and the flesh he hewed down was the

enemy's.

 

750 Mistress of the Empire

 

Sobbing in exhausted reaction, Mara did not realise untilafter the dying man slammed in a heap across her legs thatnot all green armor held traitors. One familiar face hadsurvived, bleeding from a cut cheek. 'Xanomu,' she cried.'Bless the gods.'

 

He heaved off the corpse, jerked her up, and shoved herstumbling away from him. 'Go, mistress,' he gasped out.His voice was cramped by pain, due to worse wounds inhis body. 'Find the cho-ja. I will delay your enemies.'

Mara wanted to praise him, to let him know her gratitudefor his valor. She could not catch her wind.

 

Xanomu saw her struggle. 'My Lady, go! There are morecomma, and only I to hold them.'

 

Mara whirled, tears half blinding her. Xanomu's dreamof seeing her safe to the cho-ja was false hope: the insectoidswould not fight. They were bound by the Assembly's treaty,and surely by now they knew of her defiance of the GreatOnes' edict.

 

She ran anyway. The alternative was to be butcheredwhere she stood, as two hulking warriors smashed out ofthe undergrowth and sprang, with only Xanomu's failingstrength to delay them.

 

The struggle was brief, barely a half-dozen sword strokesbefore the gurgling moan of a man cut through the neck.Xanomu had fallen, his life sold to gain his mistress a fewmore yards through the forest. The trees were thinning,Mara thought; or maybe her eyesight had begun to fail,dazzled by the beginnings of a faint.

 

She blinked away tears or maybe sweat, and darknessrose up like a black wall to swallow her.

 

She flung out a hand, as if to break a fall, and herfingernails scraped across chitin.

 

Cho-ja! She had reached the mound. Black bodies closedm on her, pressing her upright on all sides. Mara gasped,panting, a helpless prisoner. These were not warriors butworkers, a tight-knit band of foragers who seemed to beheaded back to their hive.

 

She knew better than to believe she was safe. Betweengasps, she said, 'You ... are bound to obey ... theAssembly's . . . edict! You must . . . not fight!'

The cho-ja ignored her. They could not do battle inany event, being workers unspecialised for combat. Noweapons or tools were carried among them. But as theyknotted tighter around Mara, and her pursuers sprintedout of the trees, she realised: the insectoids could not fight,but only die.

 

The lead warrior screamed to his companions, and in arush, they charged. Swords flashed in late-day sunlight asthey hewed down a worker marching in procession withits fellows.

 

It fell without sound, kicking and rolling in its pain. Asif only now cognisant of their threat, the workers left livingclashed together into a single body, with Mara wedged attheir center. She was pressed too dose to fall to the ground;neither could she shove her way against the current as theinsectoids simultaneously thrust forward in a teeth-rattling

sprint. Like flotsam caught in a current, she was carriedalong. She could not see for the dust and the dack ofchitin-covered bodies. Turf ripped at her feet. She lost asandal. Then the mound of the hive rose up, suddenly, andthey descended into darkness.

 

The Minwanabi in false armor shouted and raced afterthem into the tunnel.

 

Mara gave up the distraction of thought. Borne alongwith the workers, and blind in a morass of unfamiliarsmells and sounds, she made no effort to analyse. Hereyes adjusted slowly, and she twisted her head to makesense of the commotion and clamoring behind her. Fora long moment she did not identify the strange, scrapingrattle of blades striking unprotected chitin.
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Cho-Ja bodies littered the tunnel floor, and still the falsewarriors came on. The cho-ja about Mara slackened pacewith a jerk, and a high-pitched buzzing stung her ears.

The next instant, a dark tide eclipsed the last light from theentrance. She knew that cho-ja workers were insertingthemselves in the path of flight and that the pursuing:soldiers could do nothing to reach her unless they hacked

themselves a path though living bodies.

 

Mara felt too pummeled with weariness to weep forgrief or relief Her mind was punished with the recognitionthat, even though this hive was under attack, its warriordefenders dared not risk a response for fear that theAssembly might charge its denizens with breaking the treatyAlthough she knew that the cho-ja counted individual-lives -workers in particular - as expendable at need,she knew regret that any such life should be sacrificed tosave her.

 

The last faint daylight vanished, as the cho-ja roundeda corner. Mara was conducted in total darkness. Aware asshe was since her trip to Chakaha in Thuril that cho-ja wereby nature day creatures, she perceived strategy in the lackof illumination. Her escorting party of workers was leadingher ever deeper into the hive, past countless twistings andturnings of the way. The Minwanabi were being luredinto following. Doom awaited them. They would nevercome alive out of this maze. The cho-ja need not troublethemselves with killing. Humans who lost themselves in thetunnels beneath the earth would wander until they perished,wasted from thirst and hunger

 

'Convey my thanks to your Queen,' Mara murmured.

The worker cho-ja deigned not to reply. It might havebeen the treaty that held them silent, or it might have beensorrow for their fallen fellows. Mara felt the touch of their sbodies against her, no longer crushing, but as tender as if shewere cradled within a giant fist. It occurred to her belatedly

that she had been caught up to the point of blindness by herpersonal concern for Justin. These cho-ja were doing herno favor but perhaps in their way lending her aid for thesake of their own cause, since she had brought back cho-Jamages for the purpose of defeating the Assembly.

These beings saw their freedom in her survival.

Mara realised that the slavelike workers might be forbiddento communicate. But the possibility existed that

Their Queen was not acting from strict neutrality but, in

her covert way, as an ally to Mara's human cause.

The workers were going somewhere quickly. Theyshowed no sign of spacing their bodies apart to let her fallby the wayside. What if they had been sent on an 'errand'that by design was meant to coincide with the direction shedesired to go? Or worse, what if they went mindlessly onabout their hive's purpose, and she was carried in a directionshe did not care to go? Time, above all, was of the essence.Her children's survival depended upon swift action.

Mara gulped a breath. Her legs were spent. Even hadshe wanted to, she could not achieve so much as onestep unassisted. Neither could she stay safely wedgedbetween the carapaces of a dozen fast-moving bodieswhose destination was unknown. .r'

 

If she dared to presume, she might ask to ride.

The effrontery of that supposition might get her killed shouldshe slip while trying to climb on a moving Cho-ja,encumbered as she was by her armor, the cho-ja continuingto ignore her as they trampled her fallen body.

Worker Cho-ja had no appreciation of the Tsurani conceptof dignity. Still, Mara could not bring herself to think ofthem as mere beasts of burden, and that bias, along with

her recovering strength, kept her silent. She recalled Lujan'sexpression on that long-past day in Dustari when the slaveKevin had made the preposterous suggestion that had ledher armies to victory on the backs of cho-ja warriors.

Pursuit

 

753

 

754 Mistress of the Empire

 

Tears flooded her eyes at the memory. Lujan had lookedpale and side as he stared at the broad, blade body he wasexpected to mount. Yet he had done so, and gone on to

win a great war. l

 

Who was she, to risk such as he on the Plain of Nashika,and yet not dare the same heights?

 

Her heart faltered at the prospect. Yet she was lost ifshe did not find a way to unite the Cho-ja in rebellionagainst their oppressors, and rejoin the Chakaha mageswho waited in hiding in burrows bade at her estates; herson and daughter would be dead, at the hand of the firstrival claimant to the golden throne. If the pretender wasnot to be Jiro, there would be others equally merciless.

And the Assembly of Magicians would never while shebreached forgive her slight to their omnipotence.

There remained her last card left to play, the finaldesperate plan she had outlined during her last councilbefore war had broken out. For that, she must reach theQueen of this hive and be received for audience.

She did not feel bold, and had to force courage. Hervoice sounded shaky, when at last she summoned nerve totry speech. 'Take me to your Queen,' she requested.

The workers did not respond. 'I must have words withyour ruler,' Mara insisted louder.

 

The workers did not answer, but they stopped. Thesudden jolt into stillness all but spilled Mara from herfeet. 'I have to see your Queen,' she cried, shouting now,and raising a storm of echoes.

 

Light bloomed down a side corridor. Mara turned that

way and, over the humped carapaces of the workerparty, saw an approaching band of warriors. These wereTsurani-bred- cho-ja, helmed as men would be, with aStrike Leader wearing plumes at the fore. He reached thejuncture of the tunnels and turned eyes like onyx upon thedisheveled woman amid the workers. 'I am Tax'ka. I have
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come to grant your request and conduct you to this hive'sQueen.'

 

Mara forgot weariness in a great wash of relief. As theworkers parted to clear her way, she stepped forward, andcame as near as a breath to howling frustration as her fickleknees gave way.

 

The cho-ja Strike Leader knelt. 'You may ride,' it intoned.

'Our Queen is not minded to wait upon your weariness.'

Mara was too tired to bridle at a remark that from ahuman would have been taken for insult. She struggledback to her feet and accepted a worker's assistance to helpher mount on the Strike Leader's midsection. She settledastride, insecure upon the black and slippery carapace. Hersweating hands found no grip that seemed trustworthy, andthe cho-ja in its silence seemed unwilling to spare concernfor her human discomfort.

 

'Go,' she said, resolved. 'Take me to your Queen withall haste.'

 

The cho-ja's stride as it surged forward was startling forits smoothness. Mara clung without further worry, leaningforward, so that she might grip tight to the warrior'schitinous neck. She had no clue how far the cavern of theQueen might lie from this outlying tunnel. Some hives wereso vast she could be riding cho-ja back for hours to crossthem. The spice-scented air of the tunnel fanned her face.Her sweat dried, and her breathing returned to normal.

She had leisure to notice smaller discomforts: the crampof overtaxed muscles, and the maddening sting of blistersbeneath her armor. The passages the Strike Leader and hiscompany traversed were unlighted. Lacking any sense ofvision, Mara was reduced to clinging blindly while herescort sped on its errand.

 

The journey was the strangest in her memory. The darknesswas unrelenting, never giving way to the chiaroscuroof blacks and greys found in the stormiest night upon the
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surface. As she was jostled and jarred, Mara could onlywait for vision to return. Yet every expectant moment wasfollowed by another, until she had to clamp her teeth tostifle a rising scream.

 

At some point in the journey, Tax'ka inquired after herwell-being. Mara gave back vague reassurance, though shefelt none within; the rapid travel in utter darkness became atimeless voyage through contemplation. Fatigue and tensionruled her mind, providing sights where light and nature didnot: imagined movements glimpsed at the edge of her visioncaused her heart to pound and her breathing to becomerapid and shallow. In time she shut her eyes, to make thedarkness seem less menacing. The measure was a stopgap,and gave no sense of security. Each time she forgot herselfand tried to see again, only blackness met her efforts. Herterror returned redoubled.

 

At last she sought calm in silent meditative chants.

An interminable interval later, a voice called her name.

Mara opened her eyes. She blinked at the surge of light,for not only were cho-ja globes glowing blue all about her,but oil lanterns burned hot-white with flame.

 

She awkwardly dismounted.

 

The Force Leader who had carried her saluted, and said,'At your command, mistress. Our ruler awaits.'

Mara glanced across the cavern. Ahead of her rose ahalf-familiar shape, a dais fashioned of banked earth. Thecho-ja Queen reclined upon it, the enormous mass of herbody screened from view behind rich hangings. As Maramet the gaze of the being who towered above her, her kneesdid not tremble only from fatigue.

 

The cho-ja Queen watched with eyes like black ice as herhuman visitor arose from her bow. Before Mara could uttereven the most basic polite greeting, the ruler spoke.

'We cannot help you, Lady Mara. You have by your
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actions set the Assembly of Magicians against you, andwe are forbidden to aid any they call foe.'

 

Mara forced her back straight. She removed her helm andraked back the damp coils of her hair. Letting the uselesshelmet hang by its strap from her hand, she nodded. Shehad no choice now but to take the boldest course she hadever dared attempt. 'Lady Queen,' she said as steadily asher state of nerves would allow, 'I beg to differ. You musthelp me. The choice has been taken from you, for the termsof your treaty with the Assembly are already broken.'

Silence fell with the abruptness of a blow. The Queenreared back. 'You speak from ignorance, Lady Mara.'

Never more aware of her danger, Mara dosed her eyesand swallowed. She struggled against an irrational instinctto flee: she was underground, very deep. To run would availnothing. She was at these cho-ja's mercy, and if they couldnot be made to help her, all causes were lost.

Mara called back. 'Not as ignorant as you think.'

The Queen stayed neutral. She did not settle to reclineon her dais. 'Speak on, Lady Mara.'

 

Mara chanced fate. 'Your treaty has been violated,' she

ventured. 'Not by your kind, good Queen. By me.' Thesilence in the chamber was like deafness, it was so complete.Mara swallowed fear and resumed. 'I broke your treaty,which by any unbiased judgment was unfair. I went toChakaha. I spoke with your kind, and saw them as theywere meant to live, free, and aboveground. I presumed,good Queen. I made a judgment, for the good of your raceas well as my own people. I dared to ask alliance, and whenI returned to the Empire's shores, I brought with me twocho-ja mages sent to aid your cause.'

 

The hush became more profound at this news. Marafelt as if she raised her voice against a crushing weight ofunspoken disapproval. 'These mages shelter in an unusedburrow within the hive near my estates. The Assembly will
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not pause to distinguish whether your kind are innocentof their harboring They will act as if all cho-ja areconspirators. Therefore the treaty is broken already, bymy hand, for the betterment of this Empire, for which thecho-ja must now fight to reclaim their rightful free share.'

The heavy silence became prolonged; 'Have you anythingmore to say?' The Queen's tone was like the ring of struckcrystal.

 

For reply, Mara bowed deeply. 'My word to you iscomplete.'

 

The Queen expelled a hiss of air. She swayed back andforth once, twice, then subsided onto her dais. Her eyesglittered. 'Lady, still we cannot aid you.'

 

'What?' The expostulation left Mara's lips before shecould think. She remedied her lapse with another bow, thisone low enough to be counted almost subservient. 'Thetreaty's terms are broken. Will you not rise to opportunityand bid to recover your freedom and reclaim your rightfuldestiny?'

 

The cho-ja Queen seemed sad as she gathered herselfto answer. 'Lady, we cannot. Our word was given. Thebreaking of the treaty was your doing, your treachery. Youdo not truly know our ways. It is not possible for us toviolate an oath.'

 

Mara frowned. This interview was not proceeding asshe had pictured. Driven by a raw fear, she said, 'I don'tunderstand.'

 

'The breaking of promises is a human trait,' the Queen;stated without rebuke.

 

Still puzzled, Mara struggled for comprehension. 'Iknow that your kind never forget a memory,' she mused,;attempting to unravel this impasse.

 

The Queen voluntarily qualified. 'Our given word cannotbe broken. That is why humans over the years continuallyhad the better of us. Each war ended in a treaty that we were, .
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compelled by our nature to abide by. Humans have no suchinstinctive restraints. They break honor, and do not die ofit. We recognise this odd behavior, but we cannot-'

'Die!' Mara interrupted in shock. 'Do you mean that youcannot survive the breaking of a promise?'

 

The Queen inclined her head in affirmation. 'Just so.Our given word is binding upon us, inextricably linkedwith the hive mind that itself is sanity and life. To us, apromise is as confining as walls and chains would be toa human - no, more. We cannot rebel against the tenetsof our ancestors without calling madness upon the hive,a madness that brings death, for we would cease to feed,to breed, to defend ourselves. For us, to think is to act,and to act is to think. You have no words to embrace theconcept.'

 

Mara gave in to the weakness in her knees. She satabruptly upon the bare earth, her armor creaking in thestillness. Her voice was small, as close as she had ever cometo sounding mollified. 'I didn't know.'

 

The Queen said nothing to exonerate Mara. 'That is acommon response by humans who at last perceive theirerror. Yet it changes nothing. You did not swear to theterms of the Forbidden. You cannot break what does notbind you. Only the cho-ja or the Assembly can violate thisancient pact.'

 

Mara cursed herself for pride and vanity. She had dared tothink herself different from her fellow Ruling Lords; she hadpresumed to know her cho-ja friends, and had been guiltyof an atrocity as great as any that her kind had perpetratedagainst the insectoid race in the past.

 

The Chakaha council had trusted her: wrongly, it wouldseem. She shrank from the association that eventually themages she had cozened into coming to the Empire mustknow how poorly she had judged.

 

How many times had Ichindar, on his seat of power,
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suffered for his human follies when they hat come toadversely affect the people he hat been set by fate torule? Mara felt diminished with shame. She had aspiredto set her son on the golden throne; to save his life, shebelieved.

 

How little she had reckoned the ramifications at thetime, to set a weight of responsibility not when she couldencompass upon the untried shoulders of a boy.

Mara set her face in her hands, burdened with somethingworse than mere despair. She contemplated the finality ofdeath, that she had stubbornly named a waste of resource;now she was no longer sure. The gist of her philosophy hadaltered under her, until no course of action felt sure.

'The magicians will seek reprisal against your kind,' Maraventured at las,t. She looked up humbly at the Queen. 'Whatwill you do?'

 

The massive insectoid regarded her with an expressionno human could interpret. 'Some of us will die,' she repliedwith the implacable honesty of her kind. 'This hive willvery Likely be first, since you were permitted an entry andan audience.'

 

'Can you not flee?' Mara badly wanted to hear one wordof hope or encouragement, that all was not lost for thesecreatures whose friendship had sustained her through alifetime of trial and difficulty.

 

The Queen twitched a forelimb, perhaps in the cho-jaequivalent of a shrug. 'I am already within the deepestchamber of this hive. It is not possible to move me anywhereelse. Once our Queens mature enough to lay eggs, we loseour mobility. Here, at least, I will survive until the last.Your Great Ones may destroy my body, but the hive mindwill preserve my memory, and the record of all that passeshere. Another hive will protect our mind, and when a newQueen is spawned, the mind will renew with her.'

Small comfort, Mara thought, not to be forgotten foreternity. She did not speak of the foreboding in her heart,that worse might happen: there might indeed be an endwithout memory for the cho-ja nation held captive in theEmpire. Her brashness might have bought their permanentextermination. She recalled the trust she had won from theChakaha council, and her need to weep became painful.

She was given no chance to dwell upon guilt or misgiving.The next instant the Queen cocked her head to one side as iflistening.

 

A rapid-fire, high-pitched buzzing was exchanged betweenruler and her servants. The communication ceased as if cutoff. Workers and warriors departed, and the Queen tiltedher head toward her human guest.

 

'What is it?' Mara asked, dreading to hear the answer.

'Great Ones have come,' replied the Queen. 'A delegationthirty strong has surrounded the entrance of my hive. Theyaccuse us falsely of oath-breaking, and they demand thatyour person be surrendered.'

 

'I will go out to them,' Mara said, the trembling in herknees redoubled. She wondered if she could force hersore body to stand. 'I would cause your kind no moretrouble.'

 

The cho-ja Queen jerked a forelimb in an unmistakablegesture of negation. 'You are not our prisoner.' We havebroken no oaths. It was you who brought mages over theborders, and there is no statute in the treaty that forbidsus to give you audience. You may go. You may stay. Or theBlack Robes may come and fetch you out. Neither optionis any of our affair.'

 

Mara's eyebrows rose in shock. She held her speech,striving to avoid any more errors of assumption. Carefullyshe weighed her next words. 'If I choose not to surrender myperson, you must know that the Assembly will misinterpret.They will believe in your complicity, and seek retribution.'

The Queen seemed less serene than hard as polished
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obsidian. 'They will believe wrongly, if what you postulateis accurate.'

 

Mara swallowed. She felt as if the firmness of the earthmight at any moment crumble beneath her feet. 'Yourpeople could be harmed by such a misunderstanding.'

The Queen did not relent. 'Then they would be harmed.That does not make the Black Robes' misjudgment anycloser to truth. We have kept to the terms of our treaty,as our kind must. If they, as humans, act in error, then theerror is theirs, as are the consequences.'

 

Mara frowned, pondering upon the meaning that mightlie beneath the Queen's words. The Lady of the Acomahad skirted proscribed issues once before, seeking cluesconcerning the Forbidden. Now, unable to suppress thehope that sparked in her, she wondered whether these wilycho-ja in fact sought to provoke a misjudgment.

As she drew breath to give voice to this thought a suddenterror gripped her. The air in the chamber grew too thick,as if a great pressure wave rushed through the tunnels tocrush her. Covering her ears as pain stabbed them, Maragasped in shock. An explosion shook the earth, tossing herdown. She struck earth on her side. A cry exploded fromher, as the chamber around her became laced with lightningand fire.

 

Over the concussion of air struck to thunder, the Queenshrieked in agony and what may have been pure cho-jarage.

 

'The magicians attack! Our hive is destroyed! The treatythat binds us is broken!' Then language was abandoned.The Queen's voice rose to painful dissonance as she buzzedher last communication to her kind.

 

Mara choked on burning air. Her eyes streamed tears,and her skin scorched in the beginnings of searing torment.Justin, she thought, Kasuma: I have failed youboth
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Her eyes were blinded by a dazzling flash of light, thensmothered in all-consuming darkness.

 

She screamed. The world she knew upended. No earthpressed against her body, and no sense of gravity boundher down. From heat, her flesh shriveled in the bite of acold like frost.

 

And then there was only darkness that extended beyondeternity.

 

;
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Awareness returned.

 

Mara blinked, her reemerging senses confused. Shestruggled to orient herself, but her consciousness refusedto resolve more than the rudiments of cohesive impression.Her body reclined on what felt like cushions. Warm airsurrounded her, and gentle illumination. She could makeout nothing else, no solid detail of chamber or setting. Theburning, agonising nightmare of sorcery and destructionseemed banished as a nightmare would be upon waking.

'Where am I?' she murmured. ~

 

'Safe,' said a voice. By its ringing, disembodied tone,Mara knew: a miracle had occurred. Spared the wrathof the Assembly by the narrowest margin, she must bein the presence of the Cho-ja mages. In Chakaha, theyhad demonstrated their ability to move her from placeto place by magic. So they must have done now, pullingher out of the ruins of the hive even as the Black Robesachieved its destruction. The knowledge that cho-ja hadsuffered strangely brought her no distress. Alarmed, Marapushed herself upright.

 

Her concern immediately dissipated, slipped from herlike water might. She made out the shadowy forms of theCho-ja mages, crouched on either side of her. They had beenbusy in her absence. The burrow they inhabited was nowadorned by furnishings created by their craft. The peace thatMara now experienced was also due to their influence. 'Youpractice your arts already, spellcasters?'

 

One mage returned a gesture of reassurance, forearmsturned so that the sharp edges were averted from chance
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accident. 'Your aura was tinged with fear and anger. If Ipresumed to ease your mind, forgive me, but the time isnow for clear-headedness, yes?'

 

Mara swallowed. 'The hive was destroyed by the Assembly.I am sorry.'

 

The second mage shifted with a rustle of wings. 'Necessarysacrifice,' it intoned in emotionless brevity. 'TheQueen's memory is preserved intact, and the unjust treatyhas been broken at last. Cho-ja warriors are freed tomarch within the Empire. They will now support yourcause, Servant of the Empire.'

 

Her cause! Mara felt cold at the words. She had wishedto secure her children's safety' and to expunge stagnationand cruelty from her people's culture. But an entire Cho-jahive had just been sacrificed to save her, and now she wasbeing called to fullest account for her pledge to the councilin Chakaha. The Empire's Queens held out the expectationthat she would go on to win freedom for their race.

'Yes,' the Cho-ja mage to her left intoned in response toher thought. 'The imperial seal with temple endorsementson a document that restores Cho-ja to full citizenship shouldbe sufficient to revoke the Assembly's unfair judgment.'

Mara gathered her inner strength. 'First, the great Onesmust be defeated,' she warned. The prospect of outrightconfrontation with the magicians terrified her.

The mages inclined their heads in what seemed maddeningserenity. 'The meanS are at hand. But time growsshort.'

 

The speed at which events were overtaking the Ladyof the Acoma carried its own weight of care. Marafought off overwhelming despair. She had lost her advisers.Arakasi was gods alone knew where. Lujan's fatewas unknown to her. The Acoma armies might nowbe ashes, and her husband could have been obliterated

by the Assembly in the moment when they declared
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her its enemy. Jiro of the Anasati might already be inthe Holy City, and her children dead. And even if bymiracle the Imperial Precinct was still secure and underthe protection of the Imperial Whites, there remained thearmies of the Anasati and the Omechan poised outside thecity walls.

 

Mara chided herself. Listing every possible ramificationof misfortune served nothing, but would only cancel whatslender advantage the Chakaha mages had won for her.She saw death at every turn, whether she acted or not.Better to fight, and take matters in hand as best she could.Whether Justin and Kasuma were well or not, or whetheran Omechan or an Anasati pretender had already assumedthe golden throne, she owed the cho-ja who had spared heran honorable best effort.

 

'I need information,' she urged, rising immediately to herfeet. Her whole body ached. She ignored its twinges, andbriskly turned toward the Chakaha mages. 'Your aid willbe necessary. Once I understand the array of the forces laidagainst us, I will need to reach the Holy City more swiftlythan the wind.'

 

The Chakaha mages straightened from their crouch. Theybowed to her and then flanked her. 'Your will is as ourcommand, Lady Mara,' said one. 'Ask us what you wouldknow. We will engage our arts to show you.'

 

Filled with trepidation for the losses she now had nochoice but to count Mara forced herself to bear up. 'Myhusband, Hokanu,' she opened, the tremble in her voicescarcely controlled. 'Where is he?'





 

'Close your eyes,' bade the Chakaha mages.

 

Mara obeyed, foreboding in her heart. An energy tingledthrough her: magic. She beheld more than darkness behindher lids: caught by a sensation akin to dizziness, she sawHokanu bending over a tactical map of the Holy City. Hegestured to rows of white pins on the walls, his helm cradled
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in his hand, and his face worried. He looked as though hehad not slept in a fortnight.

 

The sight of him was more than Mara could bear. 'Heis alive!' she cried, near tears in her relief. Her joy andthanksgiving to the gods for this turn of fortune lefther weak. Then she set aside wonderment to considerthe practical. The mages informed her that Hokanu andhis company of swift cavalry had crossed the city gatesahead of the siege. The Shinzawai infantry companies stillmarched from the North, but they would be of no use asrelief forces, Mara saw, as her cho-ja mages showed herBlack Robes forbidding the ranks of blue-clad warriorsaccess to the Holy City.

 

Mara had been declared enemy, and her allies wereforbidden to give aid. Without orders to defy the GreatOnes, Tsurani training came to the fore and Hokanu'swarriors obeyed.

 

'The Imperial Whites,' Mara mused. 'They will defend.Who beside Hokanu might command them?'

 

For answer, she was given a second view of the chamberwhere the council discussed tactics. Mara identified the figureswho clustered about the Shinzawai Lord whose beamsmatched her own: Arakasi was present, quiet as a shadow,and looking grim. Near him was theShinz'awai FirstAdviser, Dogondi, his face implacable, as he conducted animateddiscussion with another that Mara recognised witha start for Chumaka, who was the Anasati First Adviser.

Unthinking, she questioned aloud. 'What does Chumakado here?'

 

For answer, the mages showed her more images: a glade

in a forest where Hokanu twisted and twisted a leatherthong, choking the life out of Jiro. The faded color andrippling quality of the vision identified the seeing as a pastevent. Mara saw Jiro go limp in Hokanu's grip. The Lordof the Anasati was dead!
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And yet, based upon her husband's current activity,Kentosani suffered under siege. 'Who directs the attackon the Holy City?' she demanded to know.

 

The scene behind her eyes spun and shifted focus.She beheld armies and wooden engines, and a ForceCommander in Omechan colors. The outer walls hadcrumbled and been breached. The Imperial Precinct itselfwas under attack, and the plumes on the walls showedseveral factions defending: Imperial White, and another.In amazement Mara made out the purple and yellow ofXacatecas. 'Hoppara is in Kentosani?'

 

'Sent by his mother, Isashani,' one Chakaha mageintoned. 'He whom you name Hoppara reached Kentosaniahead of the attack, and organised the Imperial Whites todefend. The Omechan Lord knows of Jiro's death, but hedreams of seizing the Anasati plot as his own. You stillhave a foe who wishes to rule upon the bodies of yourchildren.'

 

Mara bit her lip. Her own armies - if they had escapeddestruction, and if the magicians had not already forbiddenthem movement - would be too far south to attack the forcemenacing the Imperial Precinct. Her other allies appeared tohave fled, or were stalling elsewhere, fearful of transferringthe aroused wrath of the Assembly against themselves.

Her dismay must have been evident. 'Lady,' one of themages broke in. 'You are not without an army. Every cho-jawarrior in the Nations is yours to command.'

 

'How can they be?' Mara's tone was bleak. 'The Queenof the hive that was sacrificed inferred that cho-ja can neverbreak a promise. The warriors you offer to my cause arealready sworn to answer to other Ruling Lords. Your peoplehave contracts of service that span generations.'

The mages buzzed in what Mara had come to interpretas cho-ja laughter. 'No longer,' said one. 'Close your eyes,'the second directed. 'Let us show you.'
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Infused with a growing wonderment, Mara did so. Shebeheld a dry field upon which the armies of two minornobles engaged in battle. A fat young man in Ekamchicolors was exhorting one of his Strike Leaders. 'But theycan't quit the field,' he shouted, his sword arm wavingdangerously near the face of his senior adviser. The servantjumped back in vexation as his master ranted on. 'Thesecho-ja owe me and my father their allegiance.'

The Strike Leader shook his head, stiff-faced. 'They saynot, master.'

 

'How?'The Ekamchi son reddened under his battle helm.'Their kind are as slaves! They never break an alliance!'

'They do now.' The Strike Leader turned from hiscommander and watched with stony eyes as rank after rankof cho-ja warriors disengaged from combat and marched inswift order from the field.

 

'This cannot be!' shrieked the Ekamchi son. He ranforward and planted himself in the path of the rankingcho-ja Strike Leader. 'You are traitors,' he accused. 'Youbreak oath.'

 

The cho-ja officer returned a click that showed scorn.'Three thousand centis in metal and gems have beendelivered to your father's treasury. Such was the pricethat bought our service. All past bargains and; alliancesare ended; all payments are refunded.'

 

The Ekamchi boy spluttered, but as the cho-ja officercrouched into a posture that threatened attack, he wasforced to give ground.

 

Mara opened her eyes, shaking with unbridled laughter.

'What a surprise to most Ruling Lords that the cho-ja weresomething more, or perhaps less, than loyal mercenaries.'

'Humans have much to learn concerning our kind,'the Chakaha mages agreed tactfully. 'Old ways havechanged. Not even the Assembly could wring from ourpeople another treaty like the one that endured in such
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misery through thousands of years. When the war of themages was lost, our magic was not developed for defensivepurposes. Be sure that such weakness has been remedied inthose lands beyond the Empire.'

 

Mara beheld the perilous glitter in the eyes of theChakaha mages, and her blood ran cold in her body.Traditions were broken, and danger was in the wind, andnow was her moment to seize advantage if she would, tosecure the next age's peace. She mastered her inner trepidationand opened. 'Messages must be sent, and actionstaken to enforce Justin's claim to the golden throne beforethe Assembly can interfere. Here is what must be done.'

Mara waited, suppressing the deep quiver of fear. Herhair was piled high on her head, elaborately looped andbraided, and fixed with precious metal pins. Golden pins,she thought, and the arrogance of her presumption, toput on imperial gold, made her feel the more small anduncertain. And yet there could be no half measures, if theEmpire as a Nation was to survive.

 

Her head swam with recollection of the orders she hadgiven between her bath and her robing. She drew a deep 'breath.To the cho-ja Force Commander, who crouched at

her elbow, she said, 'Where are we exactly?'

 

Like his counterparts in free Chakaha, this warrioreschewed the trappings of human commanders. His jet-darkcarapace had begun to show a faint turquoise stripe,perhaps a decoration, perhaps a mark of rank. Mara lookedforward to the chance to study such distinctions, if the godssaw fit to grant her victory. Then she dismissed speculationas the warrior pointed upward and said, 'Directly above isthe imperial antechamber. The ones you requested shouldgather for a legal coronation ceremony already await insidethe audience hall. All preparations are in order, and yourpeople anticipate your arrival.'

Mara braced herself. She waved away the maid called infrom the Imperial Palace, who had edged between the ranksof the warriors for one last adjustment of her dress. Thegown she wore could not possibly hang without wrinkles,taken as it had been from attic storage. It had belonged tothe last dowager Empress, a larger woman than Mara, butit was the closest to Acoma green that could be found, so itwould have to do. Hasty stitches had gathered in the waist,and pins nipped up the long hem. Mara felt encased in layerslike a needle cushion. The heavy fabrics chafed the sores leftfrom her armor, and rice powder could never conceal all thescrapes and scratches she had sustained in her flight thoughthe forest.

 

Feeling every inch the hoyden bundled under a disguisingmass of finery, she said, 'When you cut through to theoutside from this tunnel, the Black Robes will knowsomething is afoot.'

 

The mages inclined their heads. 'We are prepared forthem, as best we can be.'

 

Mara took a grip on her nerve, which seemed by theminute to ebb. 'Then send me Arakasi. I would conferwith him before we start the final move.'

 

It was still disconcerting to the Lady how swiftly themages could translate her merest wish into command. Shehad no sooner finished speaking than her Spy Master wasdelivered into her presence, as disgruntled as anyone hadever observed him.

 

Arakasi arose from where he had been dumped by thespell, face down upon the earthen floor. Unlike the imperialmaids who had been summoned earlier by magic to attendto Mara's robing, the Spy Master did not lose his wits.His raised brows settled into a frown that immediatelysmoothed as he glanced about and identified the presenceof cho-ja. Next he fixed upon his mistress, who was almostunrecognisable in imperial robes of state.

Then he was on his knees, bowing. 'My Lady.' Whereonce his voice would have been expressionless, now therewas a tremulous note of joy. 'I am glad to see you well.'

'Rise,' Mara commanded. She came as near as hernervousness would allow to laughter. 'Justin wears nocrown as yet, and I am due no such obeisance. It is acustom I would see dispensed with, if our plans succeed aswe hope.' She peered through the gloom at the long-missedperson of her Spy Master, and, abashed by the intentnessof her scrutiny, Arakasi bent his head, chagrined.

'You wear the clothes of a cleaning drudge!' Maraexclaimed.

 

Her Spy Master gave back a broad chuckle. 'How betterto spy upon one's superiors without drawing undue notice,my Lady?' His nose wrinkled. 'Though I would prefer toattend Justin's wedding and coronation in garments thatwere not caked with scouring sand.'

 

Both Lady and Spy Master quieted as the pressure ofevents forced sobriety. 'The priests of all the orders aregathered,' Arakasi affirmed. 'Some may be a little shyof perfect in their robing, since a few were summoneddirectly from their beds. Once we had their honorableselves all present in the great audience hall, those whocomplained could not be permitted to leave. Accordingto Chumaka's study of the law, Justin's claim could bedisputed if even one High Priest failed to be in attendance.Getting the Sisterhood of Sibi to come was the most difficulttask - not even the High Priest of Turakamu was willing tocontact them.'

 

'How did you manage?' Mara asked.

 

'Without alternative, I simply went into the templemyself. I was allowed to live long enough to tell themwhy I did what few men have dared.' Arakasi smiledslightly at his memory. He was perhaps the only petitionerin centuries to enter the Temple of Sibi uninvited, awl
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certainly the only one allowed to leave. 'The templessupport your cause at this time, since the alternativewould set them the more firmly under the heel of theAssembly. But sentiments could change, if civil order isnot swiftly restored. We'll get no second chance. GreatOnes are out in force in the city. More than a dozenwatch the entrances to the palace, as they are certainyou'll somehow try to mask your arrival in the confusion.'

 

Mara's frown was instinctive. 'They've entered a cityunder threat of civil war, and done nothing to repress theOmechan siege?'

 

Arakasi looked grim. 'Indeed not. My best impressionis that they have forsaken their insistence on peace infavor of their own concerns.' He looked hard at thediminutive woman who seemed half-smothered under theweight of her imperial overrobes. 'I don't know what you'veaccomplished in the South, but I would hazard a guess,my Lady, that the Black Robes have learned to be afraidof you.'

 

'Not of me,' Mara corrected, embarrassed. 'Of these.'Her gesture encompassed the cho-ja mages who stood likesentinels to either side.

 

Arakasi regarded her alien companions, his eyes wideningat the splendor of their many-colored wings. 'I neverknew your kind could be so beautiful,' he said in awedreverence.

 

The Chakaha mages brushed aside the human praisewithout awkwardness. The left-hand one addressed Mara.'Good Servant, danger grows as we speak. Human warriorsare entering the tunnels by the Great Ones' command,

searching for word of your hiding.'

 

'Where?' Mara demanded, the memory of the burned-outhive that she had so narrowly escaped all too recent a horror.'Has there been bloodshed?'

 

774

 

Mistress of the Emp~re

 

'Not yet,' the second mage replied. 'The warriors obeythe restraint of the Assembly not to fight unless they meetopposition. And the cho-ja will not embrace conflict untilthey are confronted without alternative. For now, theyabandon the hives that are invaded, leaving many emptygalleries and tunnels to be searched in profitless darkness.The human armies make poor progress. This moment theyconcentrate their sweep to the south, near the estates ofyour birth. But the search will be widened, very soon. YourGreat Ones are not fools.'

 

'Then the hour is come,' Mara said, startling all presentwith what seemed an indomitable strength. 'We will goforward.'

 

At her word, the cho-ja mages gave a signal. A taskforce of workers marched to the fore of the tunnel antbegan to burrow upward. Dirt pattered down, ant thenchunks of mortar and tile. Light pierced the gloom, yellowand clear, from the domed skylight over the imperialantechamber.

 

A cho-ja stuck his head through the opening. He buzzesback a brief communication, and the mage to Mara's leftsalt, 'The antechamber is dear of enemies. Your husbandand son await.' Then it pauses, as if in hesitation. 'Lady,'it intoned, 'we wish you luck and brave fortune. But moveswiftly. Our spells cannot stay the Black Robes' attackindefinitely. You will have a short time to achieve all thatyou must, and then there will be chaos and a devastatingbacklash of thwarted energies. We wish you to know, ifyou fail, or if we fail you, that it was for this battle thatwe were sent from Chakaha. We are more than yourdefense, Goot Servant; we are an embassy to bring in anew order.'

 

Mara looked upward into the mages' alien visages, whichreared above her with expressions no human alive courtfully know. It did not escape her that both had unfurled
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their wings into fighting stance, as they prepared to standdown the might of a unified Assembly. Their couragemoved her to tears. 'Let it be known, good friends, thatso long as I live, I will not fail you. we will triumph ordie together.'

 

She turned and faced forward at once, lest the fullness ofher courage collapse under the weight of the dangers thatthreatened. Straight, stiff-backed under her gold-studdedrobes, the Servant of the Empire started forward towardthe opening.

 

Mara made her way with unsteady steps over the fallenearth and the dumps of tile and mortar. Unobtrusively,Arakasi moved to steady her elbow. She flashed him agrateful smile, glad for his human touch after the companyof so many Cho-ja.

 

And then she was out, dazzled by late-day sunlight, andby the flash of a magnificence of gold armor.

 

She caught her breath. Red hair pushed out from beneaththe helm of imperial gold; Justin's red hair, she realisedwith a great thump of her heart. He did not look likea boy anymore, armored in the finery of an Emperor.Mara shook to realise that this was the hour of hiswedding. -,i ~

 

She faltered in her step as the boy bowed to her, son tomother, as was proper. All that brilliance of goldwork feltwrong; as though she should be bowing to the floor, as sheonce had to Ichindar.

 

Then the boy straightened and gave a undignified whoop.'Mother!' he cried and ran forward.

 

Mara forgot her finery and reached. Her son rushed intoher arms, taller, heavier now, fully and impressively comingcloser to manhood. As his arms locked around her neck,she realised she did not have to bend down anymore toembrace him. His shoulders had started to broaden in away that felt all too familiar. He was all Kevin's, Mara
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realised; he would have his father's great height. The joltof thee restored her to dignity.

 

As her son stepped back from her embrace, he regardedher levelly with eyes that were the image of his barbarianfather's. 'I am ready, Good Servant. The Princess Jehiliaawaits.'

 

Mara's voice failed her. She had lost two children already,Ayaki, and the little one poisoned before his birth. Now heronly living son stood resolutely ready to give his life for herhonor. The moment was more than she could endure.

Then Justin's face broke into a grin of such insouciance,she was again recalled to past days, and to Kevin's irrepressiblehumor. 'We'd better hurry,' her son admonished.'The late Emperor's First Wife keeps having hysterics, andall of her makeup is going to run.'

 

Mara rallied. 'What of Jehilia? Did she have hysterics,too?'

 

Justin gave back a boy's shrug. 'She shouted a lot. Shelocked herself in her room. Then somebody asked her ifshe would rather wed an Omechan with a paunch and greyhair, and she let the maids in to get her dressed.'

The girl had sense, Mara thought, as she took her placeat Justin's side and prepared to enter the great audiencehall. Arakasi stood by her, to steady her other side, antno one seemed to notice that he yet wore the robes ofa drudge as the iron-studded doors swung open and themusicians began the fanfare that announced the arrival ofthe groom.

 

Mara stepped resolutely ahead, aware of her own hand,sweating, where she gripped Justin's. She wondered asshe passed through the ranked columns of the Priestsof the Twenty Higher Orders whether the gods wouldstrike her down for pride, and for the sheer arroganceof presumption that caused her to dare set her son onthe throne as the next Light of Heaven, the ninety-second
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Emperor of Tsuranuanni. But the representative of theTemple of Juran, God of Justice, did not look displeased,and the High Priest of Turakamu gave her a small smileof encouragement. Apart from the rest, behind the RedGod's priest, stood three shrouded figures in black, theSisters of Sibi, Goddess of Death. Even those chillingaspects seemed to reassure Mara with a slight inclinationof their heads. The High Priest of Jastur, the God ofWar, slammed his gloved fist against his chest in salute,as Mara passed, his blow ringing on the precious iron ofhis breastplate.

 

Mara took another step, and another, her inner confidencerebounding. As she passed, the priests of the

higher and lower orders began to arrange themselvesbefore the dais, in pairs by their nature, the priests ofLashima, Goddess of Wisdom, falling in beside thoseof Salana, Mother of Truth. The Priest of Turakamupartnered the Sister of Sibi, while the High Priest ofJastur was joined by the High Priest of Baracan, the Lordof Swords.

 

Ahead, on the imperial dais, waited a small, blond-hairedgirl in a sparkling veil of gold tissue. Jehilia, Mara identified,as her maids drew back her headdress; the girl still hadfreckles, from too much time playing truant in the imperialgardens. And if she looked pale beneath the paint andpowder of her makeup, she saw the Good Servant, andgrinned.

 

'Let the doors be closed, and the ceremonial matrimonybegin!' intoned the priest of Chochocan, the GoodGod, in ritual opening. Behind him and to his rightthe High Priest of Tomachca, Lover of Children, begansilent prayer. Mara stared at him a lingering moment,

remembering that the lesser brother of Chochocan wasalso known as the Bringer of Peace. She prayed he wouldbe so today.
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Justin's fingers gave Mara's a last squeeze as she let himloose to take his place at his Princess's side. Mara movedto where Hokanu waited and as the ceremony began, sheslipped her hand into his.

 

The Imperial Palace was bustling. Messengers hurried by,and servants moved purposefully across the courtyards inan anxious rush to complete errands. Perched on an elbowby ? windowsill, Shimone of the Assembly watched theirindustry with deep, unreadable eyes. His face was morethan usually austere, and if anything, he was yet more sparewith words. He moved his head slightly, calling attention tothe unusual level of activity.

 

The gesture was noted by Hochopepa, who sat uponcushions before a low table and a tray of half-consumedsugared fruits. The stout magician acknowledged with anod and spoke softly so that only Shimone could hear.'Something more than everyday business is afoot. I'vecounted five priests hidden under cowls, and by the smellon the air, the kitchens are baking a banquet. Odd fare, fora city under attack.'

 

As if to punctuate his observation, a large rock fired froma siege engine sailed down from the air and shattered in acourtyard nearby. A stray dog fled, yelping. Hochopepagazed through the cracked screen with narrowed eyes.'Those damned things are starting to irritate me. Anotherstone this close and I'll go out and . . .' His threat was cutoff as he was distracted by another band of oddly dressednobles hurrying past the window. 'We expected an influxof Ruling Lords to convene in the old council chambers,but this seems something more.'

 

Shimone stirred, standing straighter. 'It is much more.Motecha will not be stayed much longer from takingaction.

 

Hochopepa regarded the remains of his snack with
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wistful regret. 'I will not be stayed much longer from takingaction,' he corrected in faint reproof 'I think the Lady ishere already, and that we waste our time in this vigil.'

Shimone said nothing, but his eyebrows raises, and hepushed himself away from the window. Not to be leftbehind as the taller, slenderer mage stalked from thechamber, Hochopepa lumbered up from his cushions andhurried after.

 

Servants engaged in nameless activities fled or prostratedthemselves in fear as the pair made their way down thepassage. If the palace corridors were a maze of constructionsadded one on top of another over the centuries, the BlackRobes needed no directions. They proceeded without errorto a red-painted door emblazoned with an enameled seal.They did not knock, but entered the office of the ImperialChancellor.

 

Dajalo of the Keda stood resplendent in his regalia ofoffice, red and black robes cut in layers, with gold trimflashing at collar and cuffs. His massive headdress wasstraight. He looked composed, if pale. His staff membersseemed less poised. The secretary at his elbow trembled,half-sick with fear, while the runner slave by the outerscreen cowered. The reason for so much nervous unrestwas obvious: the cushions left out for audience withpetitioners were all taken, occupied by a half-dozen GreatOnes. Motecha was pacing. Looking far from pleased, heglanced up as his two colleagues entered, but continued theinterrogation he had in progress. 'Any word of her?'

The subject of his reference needed no qualifier. 'None,Great One.' Dajalo bowed to the new arrivals and, adroitlyas any skilled courtier, used the movement to unobtrusivelyblot running sweat from his brow. He straightened up,stiffly formal in appearance. If as Imperial Chancellor hefelt uneasy in the presence of so many Black Robes, he

contrived to hide it well.
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Hochopepa crossed behind the imposing desk, pluckedthe chancellor's own seat cushion from the floor, andremoved it to the embrasure beneath the window, wherea breeze refreshed the air; the room had been crowdedthroughout the morning, and the servants too timid toventure in and open the screens. Hochopepa sat down. Heplucked a sweetmeat from a pottery urn left for guests andchewed, looking dangerously intent for a man with a round,merry face. 'Oh, she will be here, certainly,' he murmuredaround his mouthful. 'The High Council is reconvening atthis moment, and the Lady of the Acoma wouldn't missit. Never has there been one to play the Great Gamelike Mara.'

 

'Quite,' Motecha snapped irritably. 'She would die first.As she will, the second we discover her location.'

Shimone looked faintly distasteful. 'We all must die; itis a rule of nature.'

 

The Imperial Chancellor buried his discomfort behind astudied mask of urbanity.

 

Motecha glanced from one face to another, but saidnothing. His colleagues were still. The suspicion that Marawas guilty of uncovering some of the most closely guardedsecrets of the Assembly, secrets that for an outsider were adeath warrant, seemed to color the very air with tension.Not even Hochopepa and Shimone had been able to denythat the willingness of the cho-ja to shelter her suggestedworse: that she might have seeded a rebellion, a breakingof the treaty that had stood for thousands of years. Asconvincingly as Shimone and others had argued that theServant of the Empire deserved a full hearing before her lifebecame forfeit, this time their efforts had been overruled.

The Assembly had voted. Mara's execution was nowbeyond debate.

 

Few would presume to act alone against the Servant of theEmpire, but Tapek had, and the worst trouble had resulted.Black Robes were starting at shadows in the suspicionthat their privileged status stood threatened. Now morecritical issues were at hand than a brother Black Robe'srashness. Hochopepa and Shimone exchanged glances ofunderstanding. They had, in their way, admired Mara, whohad accomplished much good for the Empire.

 

But now she had dared too much. The stout magicianfelt drawn into conflict: his loyalty to the Assembly and thevows sworn there when he took the Black Robe, against theallure of fresh ideas, many of them prompted by the heresiesthat Milamber the barbarian had shared with him.

Hochopepa valued the legacy of his friendship withMilamber. Over the years the Tsurani-born Black Robehad increasingly employed his arts in the cause of thecommon people. Now, with changes in the wind too greatfor even his progressive thinking to encompass, he wishedfor more time. Hochopepa longed for dear conviction onwhich course was right to follow: to work with Motecha'sfaction for Mara's immediate destruction or to embraceher call for reform and consider the unthinkable, aftera majority vote: to oppose the Assembly's resolve, evenperhaps save her life.

 

Suddenly Shimone took a long, swift step' toward thewindow. He accompanied his movement with a penetratingglance at Hochopepa, who swallowed his sweetmeat moresuddenly than he had intended.

 

'You feel it, too,' the fat magician said to Shimone.

'Feel what?' Motecha interrupted. And then he also fellsilent, as he sensed what had alerted the others.

A seeping chill pervaded the air, not the simple coldof shadow, nor even the clammy feeling prompted byuneasiness. Each magician present knew the unmistakable,subliminal tingle of powerful magic.

 

Shimone poised like a dog on point. 'Someone setswards!' he announced in clipped tones.
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Hochopepa rose awkwardly to his feet. 'No Black Robecreates this spell.' His admission came with reluctance, asif he deeply wished to claim otherwise.

 

'The Cho-ja!' shouted Motecha. His face deepened topurple. 'She has brought mages from Chakaha!'

 

The small chamber erupted into chaos as the other BlackRobes surged to their feet. Their expressions, to a man, werestormy. The Imperial Chancellor was forced cowering intothe cranny behind his desk to stay dear of them, but noone heeded his discomfort.

 

'Mara will die for this!' Motecha continued. 'Sevean, callat once for reinforcements.'

 

Even Hochopepa did not protest this order. 'Hurry,' heurged Shimone, and while the outrage of the assembledmagicians whipped to a boiling rage, the fat magician andhis slender companion were the first out the door.

The corridor beyond was deserted. Even the servants hadfled. 'I don't like this.' Hochopepa's words echoed off thevaulted ceiling of the now empty wing. 'In fact, I have thedistinct impression that more than the High Council hasbeen seeking unsanctioned convocation.'

 

Shimone said nothing, but reached for his teleportationdevice, activated it, and vanished.

 

'Hrrumph!' Hochopepa exclaimed in frustration. 'Lettingme know where you're going wouldn't exactly be idlechatter!'

 

Shimone's voice replied out of the air. 'You imply theremight be a choice?'

 

Disgusted that his robe belt seemed suddenly to becinctured too tight, Hochopepa pawed through cloth untilhe found his pocket. He grasped his teleportation device andengaged it, just as Sevean, Motecha, and the others shoutedfrom the antechamber of the Imperial Chancellor's office.As he disappeared from the hallway, Hochopepa felt his lastdisconcerting thought cut off by the disorientation of his

Ke~stosarss

 

\.]

 

783

 

transfer: which party would accomplish Mara's execution?He and Shimone, who acted only for the purpose of theAssembly's self-preservation, or the others, led by Motecha,who lusted after revenge?

 

'She has made fools of us, and worse!' Sevean's voice rangout just before the shift in Hochopepa's location becameaccomplished.

 

Worse, the fat magician concluded as he reappeared,puffing, in the sunlit splendor of the courtyard outsidethe antechambers of the imperial audience hall. Mara hadbrought power to battle absolute power, and now far morethan civil war might tear the Empire asunder.

 

The courtyard too was deserted. The flowering trees thatbordered the wall and the approach to the wide steps hungstill in the noon air. No birds flew, and no insects dronedaround the flowers. The din of the armies that dashed atthe walls and the unceasing battering of rocks from thesiege engines seemed distant and faint. If the noise wasinconvenient, none of the Black Robes made any move atthis juncture to quell it.

 

The warriors who defended the Imperial Precinct werebest off distracted at the walls, to keep them unawareof the pending storm that soon must break over theaudience hall. ~

 

Shimone stood in the center of the square, his head cockedslightly. 'Here,' he said. 'The ward starts here.'

Nothing showed in the noon air that looked in the leastarcane. 'You can't break through?' puffed Hochopepa. Hesquinted, concentrated, and extended his senses to theirutmost. At last he detected a faint shimmer that mighthave been due to heat; except that when he looked directlyat it, the phenomenon disappeared. He pawed throughhis other pocket, pulled out a gaudy handkerchief, andmopped his streaming brow. 'If that's a ward, it hardlyseems substantial.'
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Shimone turned with an air of sharpened reproof. 'Youtry and pierce it.'

 

Hochopepa extended his might, then suddenly widenedhis eyes as a rainbow of color played through the air beforehim. As if brushed aside without effort, the potency of hismagic dissipated along the barrier created by the Cho-ja.Hochopepa's mouth sagged open in astonishment. Thena stray fragment of rock fired from without descendedwhistling toward his head.-He recovered his poise anddeflected it as casually as a man might bat aside a fly.Throughout, his attention remained focused on the cho-jawrought protections. 'That strong, eh? Fascinating. A verysubtle piece of work. The way it lets you probe, then siphonsoff your energies and weaves them with its own ...'Immersed in scholarly study, he was slow to waken tothe fact that the cho-ja had mages evolved considerablyin their skills since the treaty had effected the ban. 'Thisis unsettling.'

 

'Very.' Shimone chose not to elaborate as behind himother magicians arrived in the central square. More hadjoined the party that had stood vigil in the ImperialChancellor's chamber. Their number was two dozen strong,and growing. 'There can be no argument now except force,'Shimone concluded sadly.

 

Motecha picked up this last statement. 'We should flamethis palace to the ground! Burn every mind to idiocy thathas dared to raise rebellion against us!'

 

Sevean stepped forward. 'I disagree. Collapse theseunsanctioned wards, yes, this is necessity. ~we must alsodestroy the Cho-ja mages who work in violation of thetreaty, and execute the Lady Mara. But destroy the ImperialPalace? That's excessive. We may be outside the law, but weare still answerable to the gods. I doubt that heaven wouldsanction the priests of every order in the Empire dying alongwith Mara.'
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'The Holy Orders could be accomplices!' accused one ofthe recently arrived Black Robes.

 

'Indeed,' Shimone cut in. 'Or they could have beenpressed into service by force. Better we hear their motivesbefore we do their holinesses any violence.'

 

'The wards only, then,' Hochopepa summed up. Hehitched at his too tight sash, and blotted with his dampenedhandkerchief For all his outward resolution, his eyes weretroubled. 'We must break in without-risking the lives ofthose inside the audience hall.'

 

The magicians banded together in silence, as carrion birdsmight who contemplated the spoils on a battlefield. Theystilled in mind and body, and the air seemed shaken bya deep, subliminal vibration as they melded their effortsinto one.

 

The sky darkened, though no cloud gathered. Thegarden courtyard lost clarity, seeming to brood with agreenish tinge.

 

'Now,' Motecha cried out.

 

Power speared down, lightning-bright, a sizzling bolt thatappeared to bisect the heavens. It struck in a crack of violetsparks, but the ward seized the power, deflected it along thecurve of its surface, then absorbed it. Heat flew back in ascorching wave. The stone faces of the buildings oppositeblackened and cracked. Trees singed, and an ornamentalfountain boiled dry in a puff of steam.

 

Untouched by the backlash, protected by their ownwards, the gathered magicians exchanged dark looks ofastonishment. They "gathered for a second blow. A rainbowplay of energies cascaded down upon the cho-ja barrier. Itflared back a black opaqueness.

 

The Assembly magicians increased the force of theirattack. Sparks jagged and flew, and thunder rumbled.Fire rained from the sky, and then charges of incandescentforce.
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'Keep up the assault,' shouted Sevean. 'Spare no effort.The wards must eventually weaken.'

 

Winds howled, and fires raged. Tremors shook d e earth,and paving cracked as gaps opened in the courtyard. Theprotective bubble of spells that sealed off the audience hallseemed to buckle, and shrink slightly inward.

 

'Yes!' Motecha redoubled his efforts. Lightning scoredthe invisible surface, and the winds raised by disturbedforces screamed around the spires of the Imperial Precinctlike the howl of demons released.

 

One of the Black Robes with lesser strength crumpledto the pavement. The rest stood firm, sure now: d e wardsmust break, over time. No magical defense could withstandsuch a concentrated onslaught for very long. As powerhammered down, and split, and the rush of the gustsdrowned even the din of the armies besieging the outsidewalls, the Assembly magicians immersed themselves inspells. In their collective fury only one objective remained:the hall of the imperial audience would be breached, nowat the cost of any lives; even their own.

 

The high, vaulted skylights of the imperial audience hallwent dark. Plunged into sudden gloom, "gathered courtiersand priests shifted nervously in their places. The onlyremaining illumination was cast by the wildly flickeringlamps kindled in honor of the Twenty Higher Gods. Onthe dais, the priest of Chochocan who presided over theimperial marriage ceremony faltered in his lines.

A bang of nearby thunder shook the walls. While many inthe chamber trembled, and more than one priest made signsto ward off heaven's displeasure, Justin's voice arose overthe early murmurs of confusion. 'proceed,' he stated dearly.

Mara felt her heart nearly burst with pride. The boywould make a fine ruler! Then she bit her lip; first, hewould have to survive his wedding and coronation.
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The Princess Jehilia at his side looked white with fright.She fought to keep her chin high, as royalty ought; butmore than anything, she wanted to cower behind haveils. Justin's hand stole out and damped around hers ina desperate attempt to share comfort.

 

After-all, they were only children.

 

The floor shook under another concussion. The priest ofChochocan glanced about, as if seeking safe refuge.

Mara straightened. All must not be abandoned becauseone fainting priest lost heart! She tensed, prepared tointervene, although to do so was a risk: their holinesseswould perhaps resent any further pressure from her. If shedrove them too hard, they might mistake her motives forambition, or worse: they might withdraw the power of theiroffice and pronounce that Justin's wedding to Jehilia wentagainst the will of heaven.

 

Time was too short, and circumstances were too dangerous,to allow for long-winded justifications that afterall had only circumstantial proof that the strike upon thecho-ja's wards was effected by mortal men whop happenedto be magicians, and that their will was no more that ofheaven than the actions of any Ruling Lord who murderedout of greed or ambition for power.

 

The noise from without reached another crescendo asyet another arcane assault battered the wards. Rainbowsof fractured light played through the skylights, bathing thechamber in unnatural colors. Mara's discomfort increasedas the priests and officials in attendance began to shufflefeet. Old Frasai of the Tonmargu was trembling outright,perhaps on the point of cracking.

 

Support arose from an unexpected source, as the Red

God's High Priest pressed to the forefront of temple representativesgathered beneath the imperial dais. 'Brother,' heexhorted his wavering fellow priest, 'we are all Turakamu's,in the end. Were heaven displeased, we should already be
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struck town, and my God is silent within me. Please,proceed with the ceremony.'

 

The High Priest of Chochocan nodded. He licked sweatfrom his upper lip and drew a deep breath, and his sonorousvoice resumed the next lines of the ritual.

 

Mara exhaled in relief. At her side, the High Priest ofJuran flashed her a look of understanding 'Bide, my goodLady Servant. You have allies.'

 

Mara returned a slight nod. She did have allies; manymore than she knew. The magical assault might intensify,but not all of the priests would be easily cowed. The twistsand reverses of state politics over the course of centurieshad taught them to be canny. If their hold slipped now, ifJustin's wedding did not proceed according to law, and if hissubsequent coronation were not to go forward and stand,they understood how greatly the authority of the templeswould be ceded to the Assembly. The Sisters of Sibi stoodlike creatures from the realm of the dead, untroubled bythe possibility that the Imperial Palace might collapse upontheir heads.

 

For any portion of heaven's due influence and powerto fall under mortal dominion was a perilous course, onethat invited divine displeasure. Then would the gods cursemisfortunes upon mankind that could make the wrath ofan aroused Assembly seem but the tantrums of children.

Justin's reply to the next ritual question rang stronglyover the din of another attack. Thunder rumbled, aseemingly endless peal. An ornamental bead shook loosefrom the imperial throne and rattled down the pyramidalsteps. The crystal in the skylights cracked, and shardstumbled sparkling in the lamplight to shatter against themarble floor.

 

No one, thankfully, was in harm's way.

 

Mara closed her eyes. Hold, my children, she prayed.Hokanu's hand tightened over hers.
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She returned a half-smile that warmed as Jehilia repliedto the priest. The Princess was subdued, demure as befit herstation; if she also clung to her new husband, she was stillroyalty. Her bearing stayed straight as the wicker cages withthe ritual marriage birds were raised for the blessing. Thereed doors were solemnly cut by the High Priest's knife.

Mara bit her lip, fighting tears, as the pair of birds insidetook wing at their offered freedom. Fly, she willed them,fly up and mate and find happiness.

 

The omen of the birds at her own first wedding had beenunfavorable. With all of her heart, she longed for this oneto be different. She and Hokanu might not rule their livesby portents and tradition, but there were elderly priestspresent who did.

 

The birds shot aloft just as another bolt of thunderslammed the air. They winged over in alarm and, as one,arrowed up and out, through the gap in the crackedskylight.

 

'Thank the gods,' Hokanu murmured. His hand squeezedMara's, while the tears spilled unabashed over her eyelids.She could not hold in her emotion. Neither could she seeas two Imperial Whites in ceremonial Force Leaders' armorstepped forward with the cloak edged in gold and sarcatfur: the mantle of the Emperor of all Tsuranuanni, whichthey spread over Justin's shoulders.

 

Tall as he had grown, the boy looked lost in the garment.Mara wiped her eyes and was struck by a poignantrecollection of Ichindar, who had been as slender, andwho in the end had been bowed down by the weight ofimperial office.

 

Justin bore up well. He took Jehilia's hand as if he hadbeen born being gallant to ladies, and led her up the stairsto the dais.

 

'His father's son indeed,' Hokanu murmured proudly.

Singing acolytes followed the newly wedded couple,
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along with the priest of Juran, who bore the jeweledgolden cushion that supported the imperial crown. Thesinging was ragged, cut across and half drowned by therumble of continuous arcane attack from without.

The blows came much more closely spaced.

 

A pillar near the rear of the hall cracked with a sound likea whip. Mara started. She forces herself to focus wholly onthe tableau that unfolded on the dais. She could not ignoresigns of impending peril: that the air was growing warmer.The wooden railing beneath the dais where petitioners cameto kneel before their Light of Heaven showed peeling layersof varnish. The stone floor grew hot enough to raise blisters,and courtiers shifted from foot to foot, as the leather of theirsandals failed to protect from the growing heat.

'The cho-ja mages are hard pressed,' Hokanu murmuredin Mara's ear.

 

Thunder slammed again, rocking the chamber. Priestsreached out to steady their colleagues, and more than oneof the High Ones presiding on the dais looked frightened.They held to their purpose, grimly.

 

Mara watched as the priest of Lashima, Goddess ofWisdom, stepped forward to anoint her son's templeswith oil. His vestments were knocked askew, ant hishands shook. Much of the holy oil spilled on the intricateborder of Justin's mantle. Jehilia was on the verge of panic,her hand locked white around her husband's. The priest ofBaracan came next and presented Justin with the ancientgolden sword of the Emperor, which would be broughtforth- again only when another Emperor was crowned.Justin put out his hand and rested it upon the sacredblade, and Mara, anguished, could see his young fingerstrembling.

 

She must not think of failure! Annoyed with herself,she raised her chin and risked a glance back. The cho-jamages stood by the door, no longer towering with theirmagnificent wings raised high. No,w, they crouched on thefloor, incanting counter-spells with a buzz that was like adissonance beneath the rumbling booms of outside blows.The insectoids' strength was great, but the powers of theunited Assembly were more than even they could stand offindefinitely. No matter how greatly they were provoked orthreatened, their stance had been made emphatically clear.Chakaha still ruled them. Under no circumstances wouldthey use their magic to attack.

 

When at last the ward failed, the Assembly would be freedto exercise the extent of their wrath upon the convocationin the audience chamber.

 

Strangely, Mara felt no fear. Too much had been risked,and too much lost. As if the part of herself that had knownconsternation at the prospect of horrible death had beenseared out by degrees since the events that had harrowedher in Thuril, she was beyond acknowledging risk. Inher rock-deep state of confidence, she seemed to radiateunearthly power.

 

Even Hokanu regarded her with the beginnings of awe.She barely noted. She stepped back from the front rankparticipants in Justin's coronation, saying quickly, 'Praiseour new Light of Heaven for me, when the crown is at lastin place.'

 

Her husband showed surprise, even yet taken abackby Mara's poise, though-he had thought he understoodall there was to know of her character. 'What are yougoing to do?' His voice was falsely firm; even he mustacknowledge that the mages who defended them werefailing.

 

Mara gave him a firm look. 'Subterfuge,' she murmured.'What else is left?'

 

He bowed to her. 'Good Servant.' And then he stared inamazement as she walked to the back of the hall. He wouldremember her in this moment, he resolved, and cherish
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her unflagging spirit, even as the spells of the Assemblyburst the wards and all of them became consumed byarcane fires.

 

Mara did nothing extraordinary. She reached the archeddoors of the hall and bowed her respect to each of the cho-jamages. They were too hard pressed to acknowledge beyondthe merest flick of a forelimb. Then she paused by theportals and touched the wrists of the two imperial heraldswho stood stationed at either side.

 

She conferred briefly with them. Hokanu, watching, wasmystified. What was she doing? Her glance flashed up, methis: watch the ceremony, she seemed to chide.

 

He gave her a half-shrug and faced forward.

 

The earth rocked. On the dais, the priests' incantationwent raggedly out of rhythm, and yet, stubbornly, theypersisted. Sparks shot across the closed screens. The wardswere breached. They were failing. The next hard blowwould shatter all protections.

 

The coronation was nearly completed. 'Hail!' criedthe priests. They bowed, as the floor shook in thunderousreport. 'Hail!' The crown was raised up by theHigh Priest of Chochocan. He frantically mouthed theblessing.

 

- Lightning flashed. A stone fell from the domed skylightand struck the agate flooring with a crash. The crownslipped from the priest's nerveless fingers and droppedcrookedly to rest upon Justin's red head.

 

The act was accomplished. The heir to the Acoma, childof a slave, wore the sacred imperial regalia of Tsuranuanni,and no power short of heaven could rescind his anointedauthority.

 

'Hail!' shouted the priests in convocation. 'Hail, Justin,ninety-two times Emperor, and new-made light of Heaven!'

The words tangled with an annihilating crash of thunderand Mara's shout to the heralds: 'Now!'
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Glittering gold in their ceremonial tabards, and pressedby a howling gust of air, the officials moved. They stepped tothe great doors even as the cho-ja mages crumpled, graspedthe rings, and threw wide the doors.

 

Against an onrushing wall of Black Robes, they performedtheir bows in perfect mirror image. 'Hail to

the new Light of Heaven!' they rang out in unison.White-faced, but inarguably firm, they straightened andthe one with the most imposing voice qualified. 'GreatOnes of the Assembly, hear me! You are hereby summonedto the Imperial Court.'

 

The lead ranks of Black Robes stumbled and rockedto a stop.

 

'Summoned?' shrieked a stupefied Motecha. Soot streakedhis habit, and his red face sparkled with sweat. 'Bywhom?'

 

The imperial heralds were well versed in maintainingpoise in the face of intransigent courtiers. They performedimpeccable bows. 'By the Light of Heaven, Great One.'

'What!' Sevean shoved forward, his colleagues crowdingon his heels.

 

The heralds held to their dignity. From the dais, besidethe high priests, the imperial Seneschal called out, 'Justin!Ninety-two times Emperor!'

 

Motecha spluttered. Sevean looked pole-axed. Hochopepawas for once in his life left speechless, and even the austere

Shimone never thought to press the issue with magic, asevery other man and woman in the hall bowed before theirultimate monarch.

 

Between the slowly rising forms of two utterly spentChakaha mages, Mara smothered exultation. The heraldshad handled themselves admirably. Their confidence hadseemed so unimpeachable that even the Great Ones hadnot yet thought to question the implicit inference: that thedefences of her allies were not spent unto exhaustion, and
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that protective wards had not in fact collapsed, but hadbeen dropped deliberately.

 

'We have no power left,' the Chakaha mage to Mara'sleft murmured in a near-inaudible frequency.

 

Mara waved a placating hand. 'The Great Game,' shemurmured. 'Now we must all play, or die.'
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The Black Robes gaped.

 

Flanking the entrance to the audience hall, ImperialWhites in gold-edged armor stood at smart attention.Nowhere were warriors in Acoma or Shinzawai colors inevidence, as the magicians had expected to find.

They had anticipated the aftermath of struggle, withtriumphant soldiers guarding their claimant until suchtime as the losers swore fealty. That was how disputedsuccessions had been resolved in the past. But the GoodServant had not used compulsion to achieve her triumph.None rushed forward to hurl themselves in prostration andbeg the mercy of the Black Robes, pleading for a reversalof Mara's usurpation of authority. Quite the contrary, themagicians at the forefront noticed that any discomfort onthe faces that greeted them stemmed instead from their own

Precipitous arrival. Everyone present seemed involved in

conspiracy with the end Mara had achieved.

 

Drums thundered in tattoo, drowning Motecha's shoutfor silence. He waved his raised hands to no avail, whilecolleagues on either side looked disgruntled by the flourishof trumpets and horns that sounded over the city in apeal not heard since the death of Ichindar. The notes evendrowned the thudding of rocks from the siege engines.

Not far behind the leading magicians, Hochopepa leanedover to speak to Shimone. 'Servants must have beencreeping in here making preparations for hours.'

Though his words were intended to be private, Seveanoverheard. 'You imply a great deal of planning.'

Shimone treated his colleague to a gaze that masked
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contempt. 'Of all rulers in the Nations, Mara of the Acomahas never achieved anything without a plan.'

 

The fanfare rang away, leaving silence. 'You are summoned,'the imperial heralds repeated, stepping back

to dear the entrance. A long corridor opened betweenthe ranking courtiers and officials who waited inside.A glowering Motecha hastened ahead, the rest of themagicians crowding at his heels. All stared. The panoplyof personages gathered at the head of the hall formed animpressive sight.

 

At the base of the imperial dais, the High Priests andPriestesses of the Twenty Gods of the Higher Heaven andTwenty Gods of the Lower Heaven stood in full regalia.Only at the coronation or the death of an Emperor wouldsuch a convocation be called for.

 

High, curved headdresses framed their faces, sparklingwith lacquerwork, precious stones, and rare metal. Attendantupon each was a pair of acolytes, bearing the ceremonialbadges of office each prelate was entitled to display. These,too, were gem-studded or adorned with metal bands andsilk streamers. Only the Sisters of Sibi were plain; theirblack, featureless appearance in ominous contrast to thepanoply of plumage and finery. The community of templeswas represented in its entirety. A delegation of one hundredand twenty from the holy orders of every significant divinityin the Empire made an impressive sight.

 

The Great Ones gave way to reluctant awe.

 

Hochopepa sidled closer to Fumita and Shimone inreaction to this emphatic demonstration of temple supportfor Mara's intrigues. While no single priest could rivalany magician in raw power, the High Father Superiorsof Turakamu and Jastur, as well as the Sisters of Sibi,commanded respect, even from Great Ones. Spellcrafthad preserved the audience hall intact, despite the Assembly's mightiest conjury. Hochopepa was not so irreverent
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toward the will of heaven that he discounted the force ofdivine favor.

 

Caution, he decided, was called for.

 

Incense swirled on the air. The polished marble floorsparkled with dust from aad~ed plaster and powdered glassfrom the shattered skylight. Such signs of violence could notdivert the magicians from noting further details on theirapproach to the high dais: two empty reed cages festoonedwith ribbons of imperial white. The carpet beneath theimperial thrones lay heaped with veils, lately removed fromthe bride in ritual order, according to the time-honored ritesof a Tsurani state marriage ceremony.

 

As the dismayed delegation of Great Ones reached thesupplicants" rail beneath, an imperial herald struck the floorthree times with a bronze-shod staff, crying out, 'Justin,ninety-two times Emperor!'

 

The gold-armored royal honor guard knelt in homage asa boy in shining robes arose from the throne. The gatherednobles dropped to their knees. The boy did not look cowed;his shoulders were straight and his chin high despite theweight of his golden armor and the massive crown ofstate with its topaz stones and fretwork. At his side aroseJehilia, Princess no longer, but Empress in her own right, thediamond-set circlet of office fitted over her bridal headdress.As the magicians drew to a halt, Justin held out his hand tohis Lady. She arose and stood beside him.

 

Motecha went white. Around him some magicians bowed

from the waist in the obeisance a Great One traditionallyoffered the Light of Heaven. Shimone, Fumita, andHochopepa were among the first to give the Emperor andhis bride due acknowledgment, while still other BlackRobes deliberated in stupefaction.

 

Motecha found his voice. 'What mummery is this?'

The High Priest of Juran advanced in stiff displeasure.'We come to honor the new Light of Heaven, Great
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One.' Pointedly he added, 'As is every man's properduty.'

 

Sevean cried, 'Upon what claim does this ... boypresume to rule the Empire?' He stabbed a finger atJustin, but his eyes sought out the Lady Mara, who hadmoved to the base of the dais among the priests, in robesas fine as her son's.

 

She did not deign to answer, but allowed the High Priestof Juran speech in her place: 'Justin is of the blood imperial,his adoption into Ichindar's family formalised when hismother was named Servant of the Empire.' With that, thepriest bowed in respect toward Mara. 'He is the chosenhusband of the Empress Jehilia - Ichindar's direct bloodheir- and the marriage just completed was sanctionedby the Imperial Consort, Lady Tamara. All has been doneaccording to the laws of man and the higher Law ofHeaven. If somewhat hurried, the wedding abided strictlyby custom.'

 

One of the most fervent traditionalists, Lord Setark ofthe Ukudabi, made his way in the wake of the Great Onesthrough the double doors, which remained open. He andhis army had been sequestered inside the city, prepared toaid Jiro should the Omechan fail in their attack upon thewalls. He overheard the priest's recitation of protocols withdisfavor and raised a contentious shout. 'The High Councilnever ratified this choice!'

 

Priests and magicians faced one another in uneasyconfrontation. Redoubled tension charged the atmosphereat Lord Setark's outburst, and now the lines were drawn:acknowledge Justin as the new Light of Heaven, or resortto force of arms as the strongest nobles contended throughbloodshed to seize power.

 

With the walls under assault by the Omechan, thecatastrophe of the latter decision would be immediatelyfelt. And the staid majority of magicians were still reluctantto become embroiled in politics. They were not of the GreatGame of the Council; they were above it.

 

Akani stepped to the fore, the swirl of his black robe

the only movement in the frozen tableau. He took stancebeside Motecha and raised his orator's voice. 'Your call forratification is a moot point; I fear. According to record, the

High Council was disbanded by the ninety-first Light of

Heaven and, despite repeated petitions, was never again

reconvened.'

 

The High Priest of Chochocan swept into a bow as

~polite as it was firm. 'The forms have been observed.|The succession is established. Justin of the Acoma is

ninety-second Light of Heaven, and the gods themselves

are his judge. His ascension to the golden throne will stand,and the temples will cast out for heresy anyone who daresdisrupt his rule.' He looked squarely at Motecha as he said,'Even if such were a Great One.'

 

Motecha's glower deepened. 'You dare!'

 

Then a voice that grated upon the ears like a cry of painsaid, 'Do not oppose us, Great One.'

 

The timid cringed, while the boldest turned toward theshrouded figure of the most senior Sister of Sibi, whosespeech echoed from the depths of her cowl. No light wouldever reveal her features - it was held the Sisters embraceddeath within themselves when they joined their Goddess'sorder. 'Would you have us unleash our Mad Dancers inyour City of Magicians?'

 

Many nobles shuddered at the mention of those warriorswho served death, whose mere touch was fatal, as theyleaped and gyrated until exhaustion claimed their lives.

The High Priest of Jastur struck his metal breastplatewith his gauntlet. 'And will you face my warrior priests? Wehave little to fear in your magic, Great One, when our godis invoked as our shield. Can you face our blessed war hammerswith impunity as we smash the walls of your city?'
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Motecha felt as any ordinary Tsurani would in his position;beliefs ingrained since childhood were not absolutelydispelled by the sureties of his authority. In an effortto conciliate, he said, 'We do not argue the legitimacyof Emperor Justin.' Irritation edged his manner as, inconcession to this point, he bent his aged back in thebow he withheld earlier. He straightened up and leveredan accusatory finger at the Lady who stood at the footof the dais, and whose actions had escaped all restraint.'Lady Mara of the Acoma,' he intoned, 'you have floutedtradition until your actions are a stink in the nostrils of ourancestors. You have hidden behind your office, misusedpublic opinion, and caused confusion in the Assembly'sranks, all for the purpose of breaking our edict againstwaging war upon the Anasati. Your armies attacked onthe Plain of Nashika, and Lord Jiro died at the hand ofyour husband. I name you guilty, and as Great One of theEmpire, I am mandated to do that which the Assembly hasvoted best for the Nations! Our kind are outside the law!Your son shall be Emperor, may he live long and rule wisely,but you shall not be left at large to stand as his regent!'

'Who would you appoint in Mara's place?' Shimonecalled out acerbically. 'The Omechan?'

 

The comment was ignored. Unopposed by his colleagues,Motecha raised his arm- high. Green energies sparkedaround his fist, and he chanted in a harsh language knownonly by the magicians.

 

Hochopepa and Shimone flinched at his utterance, andAkani stepped quickly away. Fumita cried out, 'No!'

Motecha continued his incantation, secure in his right asa Black Robe.

 

Lady Mara turned pale, but did not flinch or flee. Thelights of Motecha's gathering spell flickered across her faceand caught sparks of reflection in her eyes. Calmly, shemurmured something inaudible to the bystanders.Motecha's lip curled as he called out in contempt betweenphrases, 'Prayer will not save you, Lady! Neither can thesepriests, whatever powers they may have wielded in wardingthis hall against our entry! The gods themselves might save

I you, but they are the only power capable.'

I 'The priests had no part in the warding!' Mara retortedI clearly. 'You may hurl your spells at me, Motecha, but hear

warning. Your magic shall harm none, least of all me.'

Motecha's features pinched with fury. The Lady was noteven afraid! Her end would be painful, he vowed, as he

~drew breath to snap off the phrase that would release hisi gathered death spell. The retribution Lady Mara had more

than earned would sear her to a husk where she stood.

Mara dosed her eyes, shaken at last by the immediacyof her peril.

 

'No!' intoned a voice with a resonance that held nothinghuman. Its tone shot chills through every person present. Oneither side of Mara, unseen where they crouched behind theenveloping vestments of the priests, two figures reared erect.Their bodies were patterned in intricate colors, and with aclap of disturbed air, they extended twelve feet of iridescentwings aloft. The majesty of the Cho-ja mages made the mostcostly imperial raiment seem tawdry by comparison.

'The Lady Mara shall not be harmed!' the creaturescried in unison. 'She is under the protection of the magesof Chakaha!'

 

Fumita cried out, speech wrenched from him in stupefiedrecognition. 'The Forbidden! Daughter, what have youdone?'

 

Motecha stood frozen; the powers he had summonedcrackled and dissipated into air, the spell incomplete ashis concentration was disrupted by shock. Other magiciansblanched as the significance of the creatures before themregistered.

 

'Lady Mara is blameless,' contradicted the Cho-ja mages,
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their oratory locked in a fluting two-part harmony. 'It wasby your own deed, magicians, that the ancient pact wasbreached, for until you destroyed a hive our Queens withinthe Empire stayed bound to the requirements of the treaty.Never once were magical arts employed or outside aid givento Mara, until you broke the covenant! The blame lies withyou! It was cho ja arts that protected this hall. In those landsoutside imperial borders, human, our arts have grown andflourished. In protection and preservation, you are not ourequal. If we choose, the magicians of Chakaha can wardLady Mara from your death spells for the rest of her life.'

As one, the Black Robes hesitated. Never in historyhad any human not gifted with magic dared to defy theAssembly, and never with a plot so devious: to lure themagicians themselves into destroying the very treaty theirpredecessors had forged.

 

No Black Robe could doubt the abilities of the Cho-Jamages; their kind could not lie. By their word, they heldmeans to thwart the most destructive of spells the GreatOnes could conjure. Each candidate for the Assembly hadstudied the old texts; not one who achieved his master'srobe failed to understand the significance of the markingson a Cho-Ja magician. The complexity of their patternsgrew with the ascendance of their mastery; the pair whoallied with Lady Mara were old in their art, and powerfulbeyond imagining.

 

Still, some Black Robes remained unmollified. The HighPriest of Chochocan made a sign of protection as Seveanshouted to the cho-Ja, 'You are foreigners! How dare youraise your arts to protect the condemned!'

 

'Wait.' All eyes turned as Mara stepped forward, boldlyclaiming the authority in the new order she had dreamedto achieve. Her bullion-edged sash of office proclaimedher Imperial Regent, even if the appointment had not beenofficial. 'I have a proposal to make.'

 

Of their enemies. Cho-ja had cleverly manipulated the

truth, implying what Mara had every reason to believe:that should the hive-home at Chakaha send reinforcementsto Kentosani, she stood beyond harm from the Assemblyfor the rest of her life.

 

But now appearances were all she had to keep heropposition off balance. She dared not provoke any test ofthe cho-ja mages' abilities. Between herself and a horribledeath she had no weapons beyond words, bluff, and thepolitics of the Great Game. And the Black Robes wereno fools. Mara took an inward grip on her poise andanswered Sevean directly. 'The cho-ja mages dare nothing,but act in the cause of justice! This embassy from Chakahahas come to make amends for the oppression of all ourancestors.'

 

Motecha shook his fist. 'This is Forbidden! Any Empirecho-ja who supports uprising is forsworn! The Great TreatyBetween Races has stood for thousands of years.'

'Thousands of years of cruelty!' Mara flung back. 'Yourprecious Forbidden! Your hideous crime against a civilisationthat did nothing more than resist the rapaciousconquest of their lands! I have journeyed to Thuril. Ihave seen how the Chakaha cho-ja live. Which of you cansay the same, magician?' The lack of the honorific 'GreatOne' was lost on few in the room. Many Lords gasped in
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Those gathered in the hall stilled expectantly, and all eyesregarded the Lady who was Servant of the Empire as theywaited to hear what she said.

 

Mara buried her doubt deep within her heart. Despite theirinference to the contrary, the Chakaha mages had spenttheir powers in their warding of the great hall. After longrest, they might be able to defend her as they had boldly

led the Black Robes to presume. As their magic hadimproved with the centuries, so had their understanding
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admiration. The Imperial Whites stood sword-straight intheir ranks, and Jehilia and Justin clasped hands.

The priests maintained solemn formality as Mara continued, 'I have explored the beauty of cities raised bymagic, and the peace of this great culture. I have seenwhat our vaunted Empire has stolen from the Cho-ja, andI am determined to give it back.'

 

Hochopepa cleared his throat. 'Lady Mara, you hadallies within our ranks, until now. But this . . . obscenity' hegestured to the Cho-ja magicians - 'will unite us toa man.

 

'You aren't united already?' Mara lashed back in sarcasm.'Did the destruction of my litter and my closest retainers notindicate your Assembly's decision on my execution?'

Here a few of the Great Ones shifted their weight andlooked abashed, for Tapek's impulsive act had not beenregarded with favor. But the Assembly itself was Tsurani;that one of their number had shamed his office must neverbe admitted in public.

 

Mara's eyes narrowed. 'As for obscenity, that is a falsecharge! Why?' Her wave encompassed the winged beingswho flanked her. 'Because these gentle creatures, whoharbor no ill will to any of you, despite your persecutionof their race, practice arts greater than your own?' Shequieted her voice to a whisper of menacing accusation.'Hochopepa, how can that be an obscenity to a bodyof men who kill children with power because they arefemales'

 

At this disclosure, several Black Robes expelled breathsin frantic dismay. Motecha whirled and gestured to a nearbysoldier. 'Kill her!' he commanded. 'I order you.'

The Force Commander of the Imperial whites steppedbefore Mara, his sword half drawn. 'I will cut down thefirst man, soldier or magician, who threatens the goodServant, even should I die in the attempt. My life and
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honor are pledged to protect the Imperial Family. Beforethe gods, I will not forswear my first duty.'

 

Motecha did not shout, but power radiated in waves fromhis person as he demanded, 'Stand away!'

 

The Imperial Force Commander met the magician'sauthoritative gaze. 'I will not, great One.' He snappeda hand signal.

 

Other white-clad warriors closed on the dais. Their armormight be ceremonial, but the blades they carried were sharp,flashing in the gloom as they drew weapons in a singlemotion. Akani rushed out and stayed the single warriorwho had moved to obey Motecha out of fear. 'No, wait.'

Motecha advanced on his colleague as if he faced anadversary sworn to murder. 'You deny the law!'

'I'd still rather not turn the Imperial Palace into a charnelhouse, if you don't mind.' The young magician gave Maraa wry shrug. 'Good Servant, we have reached a difficultimpasse.' He indicated the Great Ones at his back, manyof them eager to call down immediate attack on her person,a hundred Imperial Whites, and two cho-ja masters whomight or might not have skills enough to defend. 'If wedon't find a quick solution, many will die.' He smiledin sour humor. 'I don't know if we must take yourcho-ja friends at their word, or test to see whose magicalprowess is the greater.' He glanced at Motecha. 'But giventhe difficulty we had in entering this very chamber, I havean inkling of the disaster that might result.' Again heconsidered Mara, not entirely without warmth. 'I haveno doubt you wish to live and guide your son's steps tomaturity.' He sighed and admitted, 'There are those of

the Assembly who would spend their lives to eradicateyou for this rebellion immediately. Others would preferpeace, and use the opportunity to study what our cho-jacounterparts could offer to expand our knowledge of thegreat arts. I exhort every man and mage to step back and
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refrain from profitless destruction until we have exhaustedad other options.'

 

The cho-ja magician at Mara's right hand furled itswings; its companion followed suit ant said, 'In this,perhaps we can assist.' It added a cantrip in its nativelanguage and waved short forearms. An unseen disturbanceseemed to pass across the chamber, and the tension betweenthe combatants began to leach away.

 

Motecha fought to preserve his anger. 'Creature!' hecried. 'Cease your ...' But speech died in his throat.Against his will, his contorted face relaxed.

 

The Cho-ja magician chided gently, 'Magician, your furyclouds reason. Let peace ever be my gift to you.'

Akani studied the magnificently marked carapace, veilednow in a translucence of folded wings. His shouldersrelaxed and settled. 'Although I revere our tradition,'he admitted, his regard encompassing his fellows, 'I alsorecognise what I sense in these emissaries from Chakaha.Look well and deeply. They bring us something . . . rare.'To Motecha he added, 'Their presence is not an offense. Weare fools to ding mindlessly to tradition and not explorethe wonders we are offered.'

 

Hochopepa pushed to the fore. 'Yes, I feel this, too.' Hesighed. 'I know both . . . wonderment and'- the admissioncame with difficulty - 'shame.'

 

Mara broke the stillness, 'Can any Great One deny thatnothing of hate or anger motivates this act of kindness?'

Hochopepa allowed the wave of calmness to envelop himwholly. He smiled. 'Not' then his pragmatism reasserted ashe said, 'First, your son's ascension to the Throne of Heavenmay be proper according to law. But your transgressions are. . . unprecedented, Good Servant. We may never be movedto forgiveness, Lady Mara.'

 

Muted muttering resumed among some of the Lords inthe hall, but no open opposition arose. Motecha added,
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'The Assembly's course is clear. We cannot accept asJustin's regent a ruler who has defied us. The precedentis dangerous. We are outside the law for valid reasons.,As he calmly studied Mara, all anger gentled from himby the workings of cho-ja magic, Motecha's clear reasonstirred agreement among his colleagues. 'I have acceptedJustin's coronation, but that does not free Lady Mara ofresponsibility for her disobedience. When she opposed us,she repudiated the law!'Across the space before the imperialdais, he locked gazes with Mara. 'You dishonor your rankand heritage if you shelter behind alien magic, Lady of theAcoma! You must reject cho-ja protection and voluntarilyembrace your due punishment. Justice must be served.'

'Indeed,' said Mara softly. Her shoulders stayed straightonly out of habit. She had no more ploys left; she alonewas near enough to perceive the fine tremors of exhaustionthat played through the cho-ja mages. The calming spell hadbeen called up from reserves that were already exhausted.They had no hidden miracles in them to offer. Too quietlyfor anyone but those closest to her and the cho-ja tooverhear, she said, 'You did your best. We have won areview of the terms of the great treaty, no matter whatbecomes of me.'

 

The mage to her left stroked her wrist with a gentleforelimb. 'My Lady,' it intoned in her mind, 'among ourkind your memory will never die.'

 

Mara forced her chin up. To all who were gathered in theaudience hall she said, 'I once thought to dedicate my lifeto service in the Temple of Lashima. But fate decreed that Iassume the mantle of the Acoma. I will be heard. The godshave given into my care more than my house and my family.'

Her voice strengthened, carrying into the farthest corners ofthe domed chamber. 'I have undertaken to change traditionsthat have shackled us into stagnation. I have seen cruelty,injustice, and the profligate waste of worthy lives. For this
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have I set myself up as midwife to a rebirth, without whichwe as a people will die.' No one interrupted while she drewbreath. 'You all know of the enemies I have defeated. Theyhave varied in their cunning from base to brilliant.'

She looked from face to face, seeing her appeal touchsome of those before her. Motecha and many others simplylistened. 'Our Ruling Lords craved power for honor, forprestige, for the enjoyment of themselves, with no thoughtfor the suffering of subjects under their sway. Our noblefamilies and clans play the Game of the Council for stakesthat-spill blood to no purpose! To kill me in the name ofjustice, before my son has achieved manhood and can rulewithout guidance from a regent, would be to condemn theNations to stagnation and ruin again. Our Empire will fall,for our flaws. That is the price of my death, Great Ones.That is the epitaph your justice will write on our future.That is the cost our people must pay for your privilege ofacting outside the law!'

 

Silence claimed the audience hall while all present ponderedthe import of Mara's words. She herself stood rigid,while behind her the priests shuffled in their ranks andwhispered among themselves. Pride forbade Mara to lookaround. She saw the concern on Hokanu's face. Mara darednot acknowledge his worry for her, not with so much as aglance. To meet her husband's eyes would be to lose hergrip and break down weeping in public.

 

She stood statue-straight, as a Servant of the Empire anda daughter of the Acoma, and prepared to meet her fate.

The magicians were once more unsettled, the effects ofcho-ja magic wearing thin.

 

'She's gone too far now,' Shimone murmured. 'Noargument can save her, for our Assembly is answerableto no law. This must not be misconstrued as a privilege.It is our right!'

 

Fumita averted his face; Hochopepa looked troubled.
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Sevean said, 'You will die, Lady Mara. Cast off thealliance of your emissaries from Chakaha, or they willperish with you. I say they cannot defend you. When wedestroy you, the priests will return to their rightful placein the temple and leave politics to others.' Indicating theHigh Priest of Jastur and the Sisters of Sibi, he said, 'Orlet them challenge us if they feel they must. We are stillsupreme in our arts! Our powers broke the wards overthis hall! Perhaps these cho-Ja have learned to lie in thelands outside the Empire! I say you attempt to deceive,Lady Mara, and that you have no means of self-defense.'

Motecha looked startled for a moment. Then his expressionhardened. He studied the Chakaha magicians andsaw they made no gestures to protect Lady Mara. Hiseyes narrowed as he felt Sevean's power manifest. AgainMotecha raised his hands, and again his magic coalescedinto a fiery lash of green light. He muttered a harshincantation, fierce in his concentration.

 

This time nothing would stop him and his colleaguesfrom striking down the Good Servant.

 

The priests seemed distressed. Many of them steppedback, as if trying to set distance between themselves and theServant of the Empire. Hokanu looked anguished, until hisFirst Adviser, Dogondi, stepped between, shielding his viewof Mara's plight. 'Don't look, my Lord,' he murmured.

Enthroned on the imperial dais, Jehilia gripped Justin'shand, while the boy stared at his mother with wide, hardeyes that had all the fear scoured out of them. 'The GreatOnes will pay,' the young Emperor vowed in a monotone.'If they kill her, I will see them destroyed!'

Jehilia tugged his hand in anxiety. 'Hush! They will

hear you.'

 

But the Great Ones had no attention to spare for thechildren who sat on the thrones of power. As a body, theybanded together, conjoining their powers with Motecha'sMotecha of the Assembly stiffly accepted his defeat, buthis expression remained implacable. 'The Lady's life is notours to take; this has been unequivocally proven. Yet herright to act as regent is contestable still. Lord Jiro of theAnasati also held forth a claim to the golden throne. Heacted, as Mara has, to seize power whatever-the cost.Are not the Lady's ambitions the same, if she rules asJustin's regent until his twenty-fifth year? Why not havean Omechan take the post, or a Xacatecas, or one of alesser house with no claim upon the Warlordship, perhapsthe Netoha or Corandaro?'

 

Recovered now from her dose brush with death, andstern in her resolve, Mara cut off the chance for traditionalistsupporters to seize the opening. 'No. I give youa choice.'

 

Stillness rippled through the crowd of priests and courtiers,from the high dais and its new-made Light of Heaven,across the band of magicians packed in the broad centralfloor, to the double doors by the entry, still presided overby the requisite pair of heralds, and the stiff rows ofImperial Whites. All waited upon Lady Mara to hearher unprecedented intent. Mara ascended one stair of thedais. Over the sea of watching faces, she raised her voice.'I could stay within these halls, acting as my son's regent.His rule would be held stable by an alliance of Lords whounderstand, as all eventually must, that change must cometo the Empire. The Cho-Ja would mediate willingly as alliesto enforce a new order that will end the wrong done themcenturies ago. Their warriors will stop internal bickeringbetween noble houses and avert this civil war. For Justin'sfirst action as ninety-second Emperor will be to free themfrom all constraints imposed by humans.'

 

Mara paused for a steadying breath. But before insurrectioncould stir Ruling Lords to shout her down, she;hurried on.

'I offer peaceful change! As senior adviser to the lateEmperor, I know the workings of imperial government. AsServant of the Empire, I submit that I alone hold the powerand the prestige among both Ruling Lords and the populaceto quell the riots. The alternatives are plain. The Omechan

~have already taken the field against me, laying siege toKentosani. They will soon be joined by allies of the late

Lord Jiro, and other Lords who support the traditionalistparty. If this trend is not stopped, we shall have civil war

unmatched, to the very ruination of the Nations we profess; to serve.

 

Hochopepa coughed drily. 'That justification has beenoffered in the past, my Lady. The bloodshed in mostinstances was none the less for the argument.'

Mara gestured in repressed anger, that she should,even by implication, be apportioned the motives of herpower-hungry past enemies. 'Bloodshed, you say, magician?For what end? There is no warlord's mantle left to be won.The High Council is abolished!'

 

Many Lords stirred in unsettled protest at this, but againMara overrode them. 'Our taste for murderous politicalinfighting must be stopped. The Game of the Council shallno longer be a justification for war and assassination. Ourconcept of honor must be revitalised, and our.traditionsthat endorse cruelty rejected. We shall be a nation oflaws! Whatever the crime, from lowest to highest, everyman and woman must be equally answerable to imperialjustice. From this new code of decency not even our Lightof Heaven's actions shall be exempt.'

 

Motecha waved a fist. 'But we are outside the law!'

Mara descended the stair and advanced until only the rail

that separated the high dais from the Emperor's petitionersstood between her and the packed ranks of Great Ones.Her gaze met Motecha's squarely, then swept over hisblack-robed fellows who crowded on either site. 'Every

man and woman,' she insisted firmly. 'No Ruling Lordwho does murder shall be applauded, even should thetraditional forms be observed. No beggar, no slave, andno child of noble birth shall fail to be lawfully punishedfor criminal acts; you of the Assembly most of all. Yourkind will no longer be free to keep hideous secrets: to killbaby girls and women who manifest the power.'

 

Muttering arose as this time her accusation was loutenough to be fully public and not only Black Robes wereinflamed to a shifting of feet. 'Yes!' Mara cried over therising tumult that swept through the Lords and courtiers.'I speak the truth! The Assembly has done murder for yearsbeyond counting, and for reasons our gods would neversanction.'

 

The priest of Lashima brandished his staff of office,streamers and corcara shell tokens waving to garner attention. 'Listen to the Lady. She does not lie to make her case.Last season a young woman who was to be tested as anacolyte was taken from the very temple courtyard. She hasnot been seen by our priest or her family since the day theGreat One came for her.'

 

Hokanu looked faintly sick; among the Black Robes,Fumita stared at the floor. He did not glance toward hisson. More than a few noblemen of the court showed shockthat daughters called to serve by the Great Ones were notstill alive in the city of Magicians. Angry eyes swung towardthe Black Robes, while Mara continued her oratory quicklyto redirect a mounting wave of ill feeling. 'As a community,you should continue to govern yourselves - as must theLords of each family ...' Relief visited the nobles atthis assurance of their rulers' prerogatives. 'Within thelaw!' Mara snapped. 'But the Assembly will no longerbe proprietors of privilege. The study of arcane arts willnot be theirs to dictate. Any who practice magic must havelicense to freely pursue their art. Those lesser magicians,and women who develop arcane talent, may study underthe Assembly or not, as it pleases them! Those that preferto seek knowledge elsewhere may do so.'

 

The Chakaha mage nearest to the Great Ones raised aforelimb. In gentle tones it offered, 'We will be glad to teachany who seek wise use of their gifts.'

 

Though the offer may have mollified some magicians,others looked vexes as Mara added, 'I have walked in theshoes of a captive, in Thuril, and I have shared imperialdecisions, under Ichindar. I alone in-this company can assertthe validity of the claim that every man, woman, and childdeserves protection. Only when this' - she frowned as shesought the term that her beloved Kevin had mentionedwith such passion - 'Great Freedom is bestowed uponus all will any one of us be safe. The Game of theCouncil has become both perilous and bloody beyondendurance, and I would see that end. True honor doesnot condone murder. True power must equally shield theweak that we, for centuries, have thoughtlessly trampledunder our feet.'

 

Motecha pressed forward, leaning across the railingin ferocious contention. Mara looked back at him in

contempt. She addressed him alone, but her words carriedto the farthest reaches of the crowded hall. 'You BlackRobes have no right to destroy that which is not pleasing

to you. The gods did not gift you with magical talent so

that you could take lives at whim.'

 

The High Priest of Juran banged his white-striped staff

on the floor. 'The Good Servant speaks truth.'

Another Black Robe, lately arrived with the last contingentfrom the City of Magicians pushed through the ranksof his brethren to join Motecha. Tapek shed the inhibitioninstilled by his recent disgrace. His hair was pushed back,and his cheeks inflamed in passionate repudiation. 'Youseek to strip us of ancient rights!'

'Power is used at the discretion of those who hold it,'the Lady returned, unafraid, although she stood but anarms reach away. 'You should understand that aboveall others, magician. Your colleagues have been poorstewards, setting themselves up in arrogance, usurpingthe judgment that is the rightful province of heaven. Withyour attempt at my execution stayed - no, canceled! bythe power of the gods, today it is I who have thepower.'

 

The other magicians exchanged unsettled glances, butnone had words to add. Their magic had been negated,rendered powerless over this woman who had handedthem a failure they were ill prepared to reverse. Theyhad no precedent to fall back on; no point around whichto rally.

 

Only Hochopepa's gaze remained upon Mara. 'Youmentioned a choice?'

 

Had the circumstances been of less import, and thechamber of audience's occupants been one whit less tense,Mara might have smiled at the stout magician's sharpness.'Yes, Great One, a choice,' she announced loudly. 'Forcenturies your Assembly has enjoyed authority-withoutresponsibilities. You Black Robes have done as you pleasedfor "the Good of the Empire," no matter how whimsical,perverse, or destructive the act may have been.'Unmentioned behind her words were the memory of twoyoung children, slaughtered by their Minwanabi fatheras a consequence of the disgrace forced upon him byGreat Ones. Although Tasaio had been an enemy, Marayet found the murder of his heirs abhorrent, a tragedythe more unforgivable because it might have been preventedby the very Assembly that had condemned the

father. Sharply she concluded, 'Since our community ofmagicianS has shown little inclination to self-discipline,now comes an accounting. You may do as I have bid,

:
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and be about your own affairs in your city of fearful,inward-looking men - the gods have mercy upon you-or you may take the only other course that will avertunbridled war.'

 

Hochopepa's round face furrowed in distaste, and hetapped one foot uncomfortably. 'I suspect what that maybe.'

 

'Do you?' Mara withdrew an ornate dagger from herrobe sash and reversed it, pointing it toward her breast.'The gods may have declared it is not my time to die.But I can still exercise my free will as Lady of theAcoma. If you choose, I can take my own life, now,in expiation for breaking your stated edict. If I do this,Justin shall abdicate, and return home as Lord of theAcoma. Jehilia, his wife, will reign, and her husbandwill be consort only, taking vows never to raise hishand against you, or any other Black Robe.' Mara'seyes narrowed as she delivered her final line, and theblade in her hand never quivered. 'But then you mustrule.'

 

Hochopepa actually grinned. Shimone and Akani nodded,while Tapek appeared only befuddled. 'Lady, what areyou saying?' the redheaded magician asked. ~

 

'You only have the power to destroy, to wage war, oroppose,' declared Mara. 'My allies shall not resist. Beforesundown, if you so command, I can honorably end mylife by the blade.' Her glance swept the hall, pausingonly briefly to review the assorted nobles who strained tocatch every word, who even yet hoped of catching somemix-step by which they could advance themselves overtheir neighbors. Her blade might be plunged home, andthe Game of the Council resume as if she had never lived;as if the dreams of a murdered Emperor and a barbarianslave had never started to precipitate change. The momentwas at hand to decide the future. The priests waited upontheir gods, and prayed for fate to favor them. Focusingon Motecha and Tapek in particular, Mara delivered hersummary. 'Oh, you may find another willing to playEmperor or Warlord for a time. The Omechan wouldfall over themselves for the honor, never doubt - untilan ambitious neighbor or rival decides it is time to upsetthe succession.

 

'But consider this: the illusion is ended. Men nowknow that the Assembly can be opposed. The templeswill not be content to be relegated to a secondary role.Be assured that the last act of the Emperor Justin willbe to emancipate the cho-ja, so that they may again usemagic to raise their glass cities in the sun. Lacking willingsoldiers, how will you magicians keep order? How willyou stop the bickering and power plays between Lordsto whom tradition has allocated the trappings of honor?The Game of the Council is a dead end, but our RulingLords for the most part are too contentious or too greedyto create a new order. Are you magicians prepared toput on armor and pick up a sword? Tapek? Sevean?Motecha?'

 

The confounded expressions upon the faces of thethree so named were comical. Never had they consideredthe prospect of dirtying their hands in battle! Andyet, with their weaknesses exposed, they recognised thatmagic by itself would no longer command awe. Othersas bold as Mara would start uprisings, and the Assemblywould be pressured by politics and circumstance to takesides. They would have no choice but to absent themselvesfrom scholarly study to manage the mechanics ofgovernance.

 

To a body accustomed to acting at the whim of theindividual, the prospect was distastefully daunting

Motecha looked distressed. Sevean edged unobtrusivelybehind Shimone, while Tapek masked dismay behindbluster. 'We are not a council of Lords, given to hagglingover trivia! Our calling is loftier than mandating thepunishment of warring Houses!'

 

Hochopepa actually laughed.

 

Mara gave a demure bow. Still the blade remained in herhand, unswervingly pointed toward her breast. Her eyeswere stony. 'Those are your choices, Great One. Eitheradministrate this Empire or cease interfering with those ofus who must.'

 

In the face of his colleagues' dumbfounded stillness,Hochopepa waved a weary arm. 'It is over.'

 

Tapek yet looked ready to argue, but Akani intervened.'I agree. The Assembly as a body will no more wishto govern the Empire than we have in the past. Godsabove, our debates have extended for days in decidinga single issue!' Unable to restrain a loaded glance atShimone and Hochopepa, he sighed, then bowed gravelyto the Servant of the Empire. 'Lady, you shall not takeyour life before sundown. The public would create toomuch outcry, and my colleagues are likely to be blamed.Our choice is clear: chaos or a new order. You werefirst to see that not all of us hold enough commandof our nature to kill without hesitation. Most magicians,in fact, would be hard set to harm an insect.

No. Our might over the Empire has arisen from blindobedience over the years. Without that, we are . . . powerless.'

'

Powerless!' Tapek fumed. 'Not I, Akani.'

 

Fumita restrained the red-haired magician with a crushinggrip. 'Tapek, one foolish act shamed you nearly beyondforgiveness. Listen to reason for a change! Mara does notact for herself. She never has, could you but see that. Youwill never win over the Assembly to endorse civil war andchaos. And bloodshed unequaled is what we would haveif you and your cadre of young-bloods do not accept the
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inevitable. I strongly suggest that you start repairing yourreputation by appearing on the walls and commandingthe attacking armies to cease fire and lay down theirweapons.'

 

'I will go with Tapek,' Shimone announced. He turneda stern, even pitiless look at his younger colleague, thengrasped his teleportation device and disappeared. Fewmagicians in the Empire dared to cross Shimone when hewas aroused. Still, Fumita showed no sign of releasing hishold until Tapek lowered his eyes and conceded the point.The young magician was then freed to vanish and rejoinShimone.

 

Hochopepa managed an affable shrug before the panoplyof religious orders and ranking Lords backing Mara. 'I haveno wish to govern, nor do I intend to attempt to murderwholesale the most powerful priests in the Empire.' Thisstatement was pointedly directed toward Motecha, whosought the support of other colleagues to back him, butfound his cadre dissolving. In Shimone's absence, Seveanhad sidled behind Fumita. Many more magicians werenodding agreement to the fat magician's capitulation.Gently Hochopepa reached out and removed the daggerfrom Mara's fingers.

 

Then he announced loudly, 'A remarkable man, themagician Milamber, from Midkemia, once exhorted thatour Empire had a stagnant culture brought into declineby our rigid adherence to our traditions. I think hewas right' - the stout magician awarded Mara and themagnificence of the Chakaha mages a smile of admiration 'for why else would the gods have preserved this remarkablewoman?'

 

To Mara he added, 'Lady, if the Light of Heaven mayallow, we will withdraw and meet formally, but you mayrest assured what our official position will be.' Then hewas first among the Black Robes to step forward andrepeat his bow of homage to emphasise that the boy onthe dais was beyond dispute the ninety-second Light ofHeaven.

 

The magicians as a group followed suit, most of themhumiliated enough to do so quietly, though a few in theback were heard to grumble. Fumita gave these dissentersa stern glare, and the Chakaha mages fixed each with anagate black eye that reminded of the singular ability of thecho-ja hive mind to remember.

 

Mara felt a giddy relief sweep through her at theunequivocal capitulation of the most fearful enemies shehad ever dared to provoke. As the Black Robes acknowledgedher son's sovereignty, she went weak at the knees.Hokanu's heart-warming perception anticipated her need,and gratefully Mara accepted his support as he stepped toher side and put his arm around her waist.

 

As the Great Ones filed out, and the central floor of thegreat hall slowly cleared, Lord Keda, Imperial Chancellor,swept forward in his glittering robes of office. Over hisearlier bout of nerves, the old man had lost none of hiscommand or his gifts as an orator as he announced, 'Aschancellor, let me be first among your nobles to swearmy loyalty to Emperor Justin.' He knelt and,uttered thetime-honored oaths, and tension seemed to flow from thecrowd. Suddenly what might have been an armed campwas transformed into a hall of men kneeling, repeatingthe words of devotion to a boy who had been conceivedas the get of a slave, and who had risen from being heirof the Acoma to become the ninety-second Emperor ofTsuranuanni.

 

When the newly sworn members of his court arose,Justinsquirmed on the dais, distress obvious on his face. To hismother, and the father who had adopted him for his own,he whispered loudly, 'You instructed me on everything else,

but what do I do now?'
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Jehilia looked mortified by his lapse.

 

Not a few of the priests stifled chuckles behind theirceremonial masks, while Hokanu pulled off his battle helmand laughed outright. 'Tell your people, "Let the celebrationcommence!"'

 

Justin jumped up from his throne, all but dislodgingthe heavy golden helm with its crown piece that denotedimperial majesty. Dragging his lady wife by the hand, helooked far from decorous - more like a boy who hadmischief in mind the moment his elders were not looking.'Let the celebration commence!' he shouted.

 

A cheer rocked the great hall of audience, more deafeningfor the fact that the siege engines of the Omechan had fallensilent. No more rocks crashed down upon the ImperialPrecinct. And when the voices and the clamor had quelledto a more tolerable level, the great gongs in the temples ofthe Twenty Gods pealed out, calling the populace into thestreets to accept largesse in the name of Justin, ninety-twotimes Emperor of Tsuranuanni.

 

In the midst of the commotion as the great hall emptied,and the imperial heralds cried the news throughout thecity, the small, mouselike figure of Jican descended upon thepalace staff. The great bulk of the imperial hadonra causedhim only the briefest pause.After an agitated argument,the immense official backed down, huffed words to theeffect that royal propriety was going to be irretrievablyruined, and stalked off to his quarters. Jican turnedhis tongue-lashing on the rest of the palace staff, andwithin minutes the imperial household was turned uponits collective ear. They would produce a festival for theirnew Emperor, Jican commanded, whether it killed them allto the least of the pot boys and drudges. His determinationproved infectious. Within hours the nobles in residence hadexchanged battle armor for silk robes, and entertainerswere converging upon the city officials, vying for the
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honor of providing music and poetry. Throughout thecity, celebrations began as word spread that the new Lightof Heaven had been chosen, and more, that Lady Mara,Servant of the Empire, had taken the stewardship of theNations.
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Lamps burned.

 

Their light transformed the night into kaleidoscopicpatterns of colors as silk-robed revelers danced in thestreets and masked players staged joyous entertainment.The sounds of lacquered bells and laughter replaced thethudding impacts caused by siege engines. Within an ornatesuite in the royal apartments of the Imperial Palace, Marasat before a painted screen. The noise of the happy populacegave her deep satisfaction, but the half-smile of contentmentthat curved her lips was all for the small girl child wholay sound asleep in her lap. The Lady's expression oftranquillity was so profound that Hokanu, arriving at thedoor, hesitated to disturb her.

 

But she had always been sensitive to his presence. Thoughhe made no sound, Mara looked up. Her expressionflowered into a smile of welcome. 'Hokanu.' Her greetingexpressed all, from tenderness to deep love to the ache ofseparation that had lasted through the late troubled times.

The Lord of the Shinzawai crossed the floor, his step awhisper on tile. He wore silk, not armor, and had replacedhis studded battle sandals for leather-soled ones with clothties. He reached his wife's side, knelt, and offered his handto Kasuma. The little one grasped his finger, comforted byhis presence although she did not fully waken.

'She has grown so much!' Mara murmured. When shehad left for Thuril, Kasuma had been but an infant. Nowshe was a toddler, already trying her first words. TheLady's finger traced the line of her daughter's brows.'She's going to have your scowl,' Mara mused to her
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husband. 'Probably that means she's inherited your stubbornness, also.'

 

Hokanu chuckled. 'She's going to need it.'

 

Mara joined him in laughter. 'Surely. She had betterdevelop a sharp tongue, too, if she's to keep your cousinDevacai in line. Perhaps we should send her to Isashani ofthe Xacatecas for her finishing?'

 

Hokanu was unusually silent at this. Mara missed hismoment of stillness, touched as she was by memories ofNacoya, the irascible nurse who had raised and schooledher to the skills of Ruling Lady. Then reminiscence wasabandoned as Hokanu's hands lifted Kasuma and settledher gently on her sleeping mat. He reached next for hiswife, with the intent to perform the same office.

'Your battles have not depleted you, I see,' Mara saidas her husband settled beside her, and she began to workfree the ties on his robe. 'Thank the gods for that, for Ihave missed you sorely. I don't think I could have enduredanother night of Lying awake wondering whether you werealive or dead, or whether our children were going to fallas the victims of politics . . .' She paused, letting Hokanu'shands smooth away the unpleasant memory of dread.Somewhere in the city, a temple gong sang notes of felicity,and a laughing couplet of dancers ran on light feet past thewindow. Mara settled in the crook of her-husband's arm.'You came from the imperial suite, I presume. How is ourJustin handling himself ?'

 

Hokanu muffled a snort of laughter in the warmth of hiswife's hair. 'The little barbarian,' he said, when he couldspeak. 'The boy came to me with the shakes, his face asred as his hair, asking if he was expected to perform hishusbandry office with Jehilia. Tonight.'

 

Mara grinned. 'I should have thought he'd ask thatbefore anybody else would have found time to informhim. He's stared down the shifts of the maids since he
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was big enough to climb up on the furniture. What didyou say?'

 

'When I could keep a straight face, you mean?' Hokanusaid. 'I told him that he'd have to wait for the privilegeuntil his manhood ceremony at twenty-five.'

 

Playfully shoving her husband, Mara said, 'You didn't!'

Hokanu grinned. 'I don't think I've ever seen regret andrelief so evenly mixed. Then I explained that Jehilia, beingtwo years older than he, might decide she wished to visit hisbedchamber when she came of age, and that as he wouldbe only twenty-three, it would be her decision to make.'

Now Mara exploded into merriment. 'Oh, that's perfect!The poor boy thinks he's to remain a chaste husband foranother eleven years!'

 

Hokanu shrugged. 'He'll figure it out soon enough.'

'Don't let Jehilia discover what you've told Justin. She'llmake his life miserable.'

 

Hokanu planted a kiss on Mara's forehead. 'At leasthe'll think twice before he tries pushing the girl into afishpond again.'

 

'She's Empress.' Mara chuckled. 'She'd have every legalright to pull him in after her.'

 

'And I expect one day, in a year or two, the rough playwill turn friendly and Justin's concerns about husbandryduty will vanish.' Moving so that his face was abovehers, Hokanu said, 'And speaking of husbandry duties...' Conversation died as Hokanu's lips found hers, andtheir embrace slowly blossomed into passion.

 

Much later, the lanterns still shone. The revelers in thestreets were fewer, but no less joyously raucous. The Ladyof the Acoma and the Lord of the Shinzawai lay twinedclose, replete with their lovemaking. Neither felt inclinedtoward sleep. Both had much on their mind, and this wasthe first peaceful moment they had gained in which to speakof personal issues.
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Hokanu was first to broach the subject. 'Lady, with Justinnow responsible for continuing the imperial line, you areagain left without any heir for the Acoma.'

 

Mara turned in her husband's arms, her hands tracingthe firmness of a shoulder yet muscled from the sword. Shetook a moment to reply. 'I am content. If the line should end,there is no more honorable way. And it may be that Jehiliawill be fecund, or that Justin will father sons on a later wife.His issue might be numerous enough that one can take onmy mantle without harm to the imperial succession.'

A moment later, she added, 'I could also adopt a child.'

But both husband and Lady knew this was not somethingshe would do. Tradition required that the child have someconnection to the adopting family, and no direct bloodrelatives survived the early days of the Minwanabi warupon the Acoma. Some distant linkage could be discovered,no doubt, but the Acoma line had too old and honorable aname to bestow upon a child of obscure descent.

Hokanu smoothed Mara's hair. 'The problem has alreadybeen resolved,' he murmured.

 

Mara felt the slight tension enter his body; she knew!He had done something irrevocable, which he was certainbefore he spoke that she would argue. 'What.have youdone, Hokanu?' Her voice was sharp, with fear, worry,and concern. And then, by his very reluctance to answer,guessed. 'Kasuma,' she blurted. 'You have-'

 

He stole her words, said them for her, but without hersnap of outrage. 'I have given her over to the Acoma.'

Mara surged up, but he caught her. He stopped her rushof words with a gentle finger, and shook her, tenderly, tosubside. 'Wife, it has been done! You cannot revoke theoaths sworn this day. Fumita and the priests of a half-dozenorders were witnesses, and the altar of the Temple of Juranwas the place where Kasuma's heirship to the Shinzawaiwas renounced. Then I swore her to the Acoma, as is
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my right as her father. She will continue your house andlineage, as is fitting and proper. You will know far betterthan anyone what instruction a girl needs to become aRuling Lady.'

 

Hokanu's finger fell away, leaving Mara struck speechless- not with happiness, Hokanu understood, but with hurtand rage that was entirely for his own sake. 'You will leaveyourself heirless!' she said finally. 'It's too dangerous inthese times, with Devacai plotting to assume your mantle.The Omechan and other Ionani allies may relent and swearfealty to Justin, but many Lords with old jealousies will .foment traditionalist rebellion. You will face their threatsfor years to come, Hokanu. Justin and Jehilia need everyadvantage we can give them, and that means a secureShinzawai succession!' Her voice became half strangled bytears as she added, 'Do not tempt our enemies to target youfor murder! I could not bear to see you die like your father,struck down for someone else's venal ambition!'

Hokanu gathered her dose. 'You are right to fear,' hemurmured into her hair, 'just as I was right to place Kasumain custody of the Acoma heirship. She is my daughter!' Thering in his voice was all pride now; there never had beenany rejection of the girl in his heart. Mara knew a pang ofsorrow that she had ever known doubt.

 

'I am her father,' Hokanu repeated. 'And to my knowledge,there are still laws and traditions that support myright to make this decision.' He traced the tense line of herjaw. 'My Lady, you are overruled in this matter, perhapsfor the first time in your life.'

 

Mara's reply was an explosion of weeping. To have

Kasuma as heir was a joy, yes, but she would feel that -]later. For now she was consumed by the hurt of knowingwhat Hokanu renounced to give her this supreme gift andsacrifice.

 

She could not help but know what he held back: that he

;
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would have no Shinzawai child of her loins to grow andinherit the blue.

 

'I have dozens upon dozens of cousins,' he was saying,his voice compelled to lightness. 'They are not all avariciouslike Devacai. In fact, most are honorable and worthy. Itmight ease my family difficulties if I chose among my rivalsfor an heir. That would divide Devacai's faction.'

Mara hoarsely found her voice. 'You will take noconcubine.'

 

Her tone did not indicate a question. And her husband'ssteely stillness became answer in itself, until he acknowledgedthe truth. 'My lady, you are all the woman I couldwish in this world. So long as you are at my side, I willhave no other.'

 

Mara bit her lip. In the undertones behind her husband'sstatement she heard the personal longings he had hardenedhimself to deny. A like hardness entered her own heart. Butshe said nothing of her inward resolves as Hokanu's armsdosed around her and his lips sought hers in the light.

The doors to the grand audience hall boomed open,and trumpeters and drummers sounded fanfare. In theopen square outside, those commoners still celebratingthe new Emperor's accession fell silent out of respect.Two imperial heralds stepped to the entry, their matchedvoices pealing out the announcement that the inaugural

council of the ninety-second Light of Heaven was officiallycalled to session. They followed by shouting thelist of names of those to appear before his ImperialMajesty, Justin.

 

First to be summoned were the high officials and servantswho had held office under Ichindar. These all filed insideas they were named, dressed in dazzling finery, thoughtheir faces were sober or apprehensive. The Lord of theKeda led the procession. He advanced between the ranks
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of assembled Lords and made his bow before the railingthat fronted the pyramidal dais.

 

Young Justin formally afffirmed his continuance in theoffice of Imperial Chancellor. Lord Keda made deepobeisance, both to the boy ruler and to the Lady whosat on a cushion among the attending priests, five ranksup on the pyramid.

 

Lady Mara wore red from the ceremony of remembranceheld for her dead at dawn. Deep sorrow left her peaked,weary, and somewhat hollow-checked. Lord Keda felt amoment of compassion for her. She had won out overwidespread contention to achieve an impossible victory:yet her triumph had come at grievous cost. Keyoke andher advisers Saric and Incomo had all given their lives; manymore minor officers and warriors had fallen in the strife.House Acoma held but a handful of its ranking servantson this side of the Wheel of Life. Lord Keda offered theLady his personal salute. Not many rulers in the Empirewould have risked so much, or sacrificed nearly all theyheld dear, in the name of the common good.

 

The heralds pealed out another title, and Lord Keda madehis bow and withdrew. He took his place amid the otherLords as, one by one, the ministers of the court were calledforth. Many were given appointment to their former posts.A few were promoted. ethers were sent away in shame,though no reason was given in public.

 

In time, Lord Keda noted that the boy Justin took his cuesfrom a slight, dark figure who wore the armor of an ImperialWhite and was placed in the position of bodyguard at theboy's right hand. Lord Keda studied the man, whose faceseemed to lose itself in shadow. He had never seen the officerbefore, which was odd. The ranking Imperial Whites wereall known to him, in his long years of service to Ichindar.Lord Keda might have raised voice in concern, except thatLady Mara seemed complaisant.

 

At length the list of officials drew to its end. Next, rankafter rank of Ruling Lords approached, to swear obedienceto the Light of Heaven. For a few the moment was clearlyjoyous, while for others it was bitter. But when the lastof the families of the Empire had knelt, Justin rose andspoke. 'My Lords, you who were once the Council of theNations, I welcome your acceptance of our assess' - Hestumbled over the word, ant the hovering imperial officerwhispered to the boy -'accession to the Throne of Heaven.Some of you were our enemies, but are no longer. From *isday forward, there is a general amnesty, and all rebellionagainst the Empire is forgiven. Let it be known also'- againthe officer prompted the boy- 'that all blood feuds andrivalries are abolished. He who raises his hand against hisneighbor raises his hand against me, I mean us. The Empire.'The boy flushed, but no one laughed at his awkwardness.For with that pronouncement, the young Light of Heavenhad decreed that this Empire would indeed be run by laws,and that anyone who sought to rekindle the bloody Gameof the Council would do so at peril of imperial wrath.

The Emperor nodded to his heralds, and a fiery lock ofhair slipped out from under his golden helm. His freckledface burst into a smile as the Chief Herald called out,'Lujan, Force Commander of the Acoma! Come beforeyour Emperor!'

 

Lujan made his appearance, looking half stunned withsurprise and embarrassment. He wore his best armor,for Mara's honor, but had never dreamed he would beformally presented at court. He knelt before the newEmperor and the mistress he had long served, who seemeda stranger with the tiara of regent pressed over her mourningheaddress of red.

 

Mara spoke to her Force Commander in words that onlythe privileged few who occupied the foremost ranks mighthear. 'Saric, Keyoke, and Irrilandi all gave their lives in this,our greatest victory. You are summoned, Lujan, by yourEmperor, to accept reward for your years of praiseworthyservice. Let your deeds and your loyalty stand as exampleto all warriors in the Nations. None living has matchedyour steadfastness in our service.'

 

Lujan still seemed stunned as Lady Mara arose anddescended from her place of state. She took his hand,bade him rise, and led him down the rail to one side,where two Imperial Whites opened a small gate, andsnapped him a crisp salute as the Lady drew him through.Force Commander Lujan, who had commanded armiesagainst the express edict of the Assembly, turned pale withapprehension. He moved carefully, as if the air were toorare to breathe, and the floor under his sandals too highlypolished to walk upon.

 

On the high dais, the Emperor Justin beckoned himonward, upward, to a height of exaltation he had neverdreamed.

 

In the end he hesitated, and Lady Mara had to give hima: surreptitious push.

 

He recovered himself short of a stumble; he, who wasswordsman enough never to be caught off balance. Hemanaged somehow to ascend the stair without mishap.At the top, he bowed at Justin's feet, his green plumessweeping the carpet.

 

'Get up, Lujan.' The boy was grinning with the sameaffection he had shown the first time he had touched histeacher with a lunge in training with his wooden sword.

Lujan seemed too stunned to respond. At length theImperial White with the shadowy face prodded him onwith a toe and murmured something nobody else couldhear. The Force Commander of the Acoma shot uprightas if kicked and looked down on the face of his Emperor.

Justin's grin took on an insolent edge. 'The Emperorhereby grants to Lujan, officer of the Acoma, official
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patent to commence his own house. Let it be heardby all: this warrior's children and servants and soldiersshall wear colors of his own designation, and swear uponthe natami of House Lujan. The sacred stone awaits itsnew Lord and master in the Temple of Chochocan. Thepapers of patent will be given by the hand of the GoodServant, Mara.' Justin's happiness threatened to brim overinto laughter. 'You may bow to your Emperor and swearfealty, Lord Lujan of the House of Lujan.'

 

Lujan, who had never in his life been at a loss for aglib reply, could only gape like a fish. He made his bow,and somehow beat a decorous retreat down the stairs Butwhen at the bottom he found himself confronted by LadyMara, the eyes that met hers were suspiciously bright atthe corners.

 

'My Lady,' Lujan said huskily, disbelief holding himconfounded.

 

Mara inclined her head. 'My Lord.' She caught his handas he started to flinch back at the title, raised it, and placedin his palm three scrolls. Only one was tied off with ribbonsof imperial gold. The other two were looped with green,and set with the shatra seal of the Acoma. ~ ~

Mara smiled. 'My first recruit, the boldest of the greywarriors ever to swear Acoma service, and my oldest livingfriend: I do formally release you now from your vows tothe Acoma natami, with happiness, as you now go on toserve your own destiny. Today a great house is born. Tothe title of Ruling Lord that our Light of Heaven has seenfit to bestow, the Acoma add gifts of appreciation.' She

gave Lujan's hand a squeeze. 'first, the House of Lujanshall have title to the estates that were mine by right ofbirth. All lands and livestock on the properties adjacent toSulan-Qu are henceforward yours to manage and hold foryour heirs, with the contemplation glade to be consecratedas setting for your house natami.'
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'My Lady,' Lujan stammered.

 

Mara overrode him. 'My Lord, with this estate, I asLady of the Acoma grant you the service of five hundredwarriors. These shall be made up, first, of all those whoswore covenant to you in your band of grey warriors. Therest shall be of your choosing, from among those willing toserve you in the garrison already housed on the Sulan-Questate.'

 

Lujan recovered enough of his rakish poise now to grin.'Gods,' he murmured, 'wait till the men hear. They startedout robbing two needra for a meal, and now they will beofficers of my house!' He chuckled, then shrugged, andmight have broken protocol to laugh, when Mara stoppedhim with a touch to the last scroll in his hand.

'You are offered a place of honor in Clan Hadama, ifyou desire it,' she finished. 'Were Keyoke alive today, hewould say that you learned well. He counted Papewaio asthe son of his heart, after my brother Lanokota. You werehis youngest son . . . and at the last, the one of whom hewas proudest.'

 

Lujan felt a poignant moment of loss for the old man whohad always treated him fairly, and who had been among thefirst to recognise and reward his gifts of command. As ifin salute to his former officer, he touched the scrolls to hisforehead, accepting their-contents with a flourish. 'You aretoo generous,' he murmured to Mara. 'If every needra thiefin this Empire realises he might rise so high, you will be theruler of mayhem.' Then he turned serious and bowed. 'Inmy heart, you shall ever be my mistress, Lady Mara. Let thecolors of House Lujan be grey and green: grey in symbolicremembrance of my origin, and green, for my service toAcoma that has led me to this pinnacle of honor.'

'Grey and green are the colors of House Lujan!' criedthe imperial herald by the dais, that all Lords might hearand take note.
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Mara smiled in pleasure at the tribute. 'Now be off!' shewhispered to her gallant former officer. 'Keep the promiseyou made me swear to keep you to in Chakaha. Marry afine woman, get children, and live to a white old age!'

Lujan snapped off a jaunty salute, spun on his heel,and marched back through the ranks of his peers, whilethe Imperial White at the Emperor's right hand murmuredsoftly, 'I'll wager he'll be falling down drunk withcelebration within the hour.'

 

Justin peered up into the familiar face of Arakasi. 'Don'tsound so smug. Your turn will come in due course.'

Though the Acoma Spy Master tipped his young.mastera quizzical look, Justin refused to elaborate upon hisstatement. He looked straight ahead, his young shouldersstifffly square. Not all of the imperial grants made this daywould be as pleasurable as Lujan's patent of Lordship. Henodded to his herald, and the name of Hokanu of theShinzawai was called across the audience chamber.

Now more than one in the ranks of Ruling Lordsexchanged overt glances, many of which hinted at jealousy.Lady Mara had professed to be a fair regent, but now, not afew presumed, she would show her venality by having herhusband appointed to some exalted station or.office.

Yet if that were true, Hokanu's face as he approachedthe imperial dais was fixed in lines hard as rock. He lookedneither pleased nor annoyed; only determinedly neutral ashe made his bow before the Light of Heaven.

 

His obeisance was made to Justin; yet his eyes, as hearose, were turned immovably toward Lady Mara. Neither

did she appear overjoyed to be the subject of her husbandsscrutiny. Stifffly formal, even more pale than she had beenearlier, she stared woodenly ahead as his Imperial Majestyformally made proclamation.

 

'Let all present hear and take heed: your Emperor doesas he must for the Good of the Empire. It has been duly
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noted, according to a ceremony in Juran's temple yesterday,that the child Kasuma has been dedicated by her father tobecome the heir to the mantle of the Acoma.'Justin paused,swallowed, and with a manhood beyond his years forcedhis voice to steadiness. 'This has drawn our attention tothe Shinzawai, now an heirless house. By Lady Mara'sbequest, for she has been pronounced barren by thepriests of Hantukama, she has petitioned for divorce.'Justin lowered his eyes and regarded his feet in discomfort.'As Light of Heaven, for the Good of the Empire, I haveseen fit to grant her request.'

 

Murmurs swept the packed chamber.

 

Hokanu looked stunned, but he did not change expression.Only his eyes, locked with Mara's, showed a silentscream of pain.

 

Justin made a noise behind one wrist that might havebeen a smothered sniffle. 'Shinzawai is too great a house,and too important to this Empire, to invite internal strifeby remaining heirless. Lord Hokanu is hereby commandedby his Emperor to seek out a bride, and remarry, for thepurpose of begetting sound children.'

 

It was Mara who descended the dais to deliver the divorcepapers with their crust of imperial seals. She moved againsta shocked silence, and then whispers: for all could plainlysee that she loved her Lord. Her sacrifice stilled the pettythoughts of even the most ambitious Ruling Lords. Shewas not as they had presumed, but a true Servant ofthe Empire, acting selflessly even where necessity left herwounded.

 

Former Lady and husband met before the dais. Nakedto public regard, they could not fall into each other's armsand weep. For this, Mara was grateful. Only the pride ofher ancestors prevented her from shouting for appeal. Herheart wanted no part of this brutal choice. She yearnedonly to cast herself at Hokanu's feet and beg him to plead
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for a reversal of the papers Justin had tearfully signed thatmorning.

 

She had meant to say nothing, but words burst from her,without restraint. 'I had to! Dear gods, I love you still, butthis was-' She stopped, reining back tears.

 

'It had to be,' Hokanu grated back, his voice as shakenas hers. 'The Empire demands all our strength.'

His dear understanding of necessity was a sword thatcut, a gift that threatened to undermine all of her resolve.Mara held the scroll with its cruel words and official sealsas if it were glued to her flesh.

 

Gently, Hokanu took the document from her. 'You willever be my Lady,' he murmured. 'I may breed my sonsupon another, but my heart will always be yours.' Hishands were shaking, causing the gold ribbons to flutterand flash in the light. His eyes were hard with distanceand pain, and he was recalling the priest of Hantukama,who had once accused him of loving his Lady too much: atthe expense of himself, that gentle holy man had rebuked.Bitterly, and only now, Hokanu understood the extent ofthis truth. Almost, he had allowed his care for Mara to setHouse Shinzawai in jeopardy.

 

The Empire could ill afford any weakness, far less onecaused by an affection of the heart. Mara was right,hurtful as her petition was to him in this, their hour oftriumph. She had recognised the need for this parting; hehad unknowingly made her choice the more compellingby his own hard-headedness concerning his disposition ofKasuma.

 

His course was clear, if sorrowful. He must acceptat once, lest courage fail him. For the Good of theEmpire, he, too, must make his sacrifice. He reachedout with a gentle finger, tipped up Mara's chin, andforced her eyes to meet his own. 'Don't be a stranger,Lady Servant,' he murmured. 'You are always welcome to
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my company and my counsel, and you will ever be first inmy affections.'

 

Mara swallowed, speechless. As always, Hokanu's faultlessunderstanding held the power to captivate her heart.She would miss his constant company, and his tender,solicitous presence in her bed. And yet she, too, knew: if shedid not force this decision upon him, he would die withouta son, heirless. That he should not pass on his gentleness,and his ability to choose right and merciful action whennecessary, would be a crime against humanity.

 

'I love you,' she whispered soundlessly.

 

But he had already bowed and taken his leave, his stepas firm as if he marched into battle.

 

The watching Lords were awed. Hokanu's couragehumbled them; and Mara's silent pain left them abashedto a man. The Empire was entering a new order, and itappeared that the remarkable couple who had arranged itsrenaissance were themselves to become a shining exampleto them all. Men who had greeted such change withresentment were forced to reexamination. They had justwitnessed the epitome of honor. To fail to live up to thestandards Lady Mara and Lord Hokanu set was to relearnthe meaning of shame.

 

On the golden throne, a boy who had just renounced abeloved father swallowed a lump in his throat. He flasheda glance to his bride, Jehilia, and swallowed again. Then hestraightened the shoulders that seemed suddenly weigheddown by the drag of the imperial mantle, and waved to hisherald.

 

Next to be summoned was Lady Mara of the Acoma,Servant of the Empire.

 

She seemed at first not to hear, her eyes fixed upon theempty aisle where Hokanu had lately departed. Then she,too, straightened, and climbed the stair of the high dais, togive her bow to the Light of Heaven.

 

Imperial Council

 

839

 

Justin was through with practiced speeches. He couldnot bring himself to adhere to the forms he had rehearsed.'Mother!' he called out, a grin curving his impish mouth.'To you, who have surpassed every prior Servant of theEmpire in service to our Nations . . .' Justin paused, andwas elbowed in the ribs by Jehilia. He flashed her a surprisedglance, and went on, 'You will accept the regency of our ruleuntil our twenty-fifth birthday.'

 

Polite applause swept the audience hall, swelling involume until a cheer erupted, first from the Acomahonor guard, then echoed by the Imperial Whites andthe Shinzawai warriors. Then Lord after Ruling Lordsurged to their feet and shouted in appreciation of LadyMara. Justin waved to restore decorum, but order was along time returning. Into the ripple of reluctantly suppressedadmiration he called, 'To you, Lady Mara, greatest amongthe Servants of the Empire, we see fit to create a new title.'Justin rose to his feet, hands upraised. 'We name Lady Mara,Mistress of the Empire!'

 

The noise became deafening. Mara stood at the centerof all admiring eyes, looking stunned, and pleased, andsaddened.

 

She had never asked for power or public adulation.All she had ever striven for was to keep her familyname alive.

 

How strange it was that in the course of the life the godshad given her, she had come to see all of the Nations as herfamily, and her son, child of a barbarian slave, take thesupreme throne and title Light of Heaven.

 

Lord Keda's curiosity concerning the mysterious man who

wore the armor of an Imperial White was not satisfied untilafternoon, when the young Emperor called a special, closedmeeting in his private study.

 

The room was no small chamber but a grand hall in itself,
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sparkling with gilt-trimmed screens, and appointed withancient paintings. Justin had doffed his imperial armor. Forthis meeting he had donned a robe edged in gold, borrowedfrom the wardrobe of his predecessor. The fabric hung offhis youthful frame, pinned up at the hem and shoulderswith rare metal fastenings.

 

Lord Keda entered. He bowed before the low dais uponwhich the boy Light of Heaven reclined on cushions, thenglanced with interest at the other assembled personages.

Lady Mara yet wore her mourning red. With her wasthe mysterious bodyguard, his hair damp from a recentbath, and his poised, gaunt body no longer disguised inwhite armor. He now wore a nondescript robe that wassubtly bordered in green. The man's face was guardedlystill. Clever hands were folded neetly in his lap. Onlyhis eyes betrayed his intellect, and they watched, missingnothing. Quick the fellow would be, Lord Keda assessed;he had a talent for judging men. This one would react wellin a crisis; except that about him at this moment was ahaunted air of abstraction that made him seem one stepremoved from the people in his presence.

 

Mara noted Lord Keda's keen study. 'Let me introduceyou to Arakasi, a valued servant of the Acoma whocommands our highest respect.'

 

Lord Keda's interest sharpened. This nondescript manwith his almost inhuman attentiveness: could he be thefabled Spy Master that had kept the Acoma so miraculouslywell informed?

 

The man answered directly, as if uncannily he could readLord Keda's thoughts from the play of expressions on hisface. 'I have resigned from my former post,' he admitted,his voice like velvet rubbed on stone. 'Once I was SpyMaster for the Acoma. Now I have discovered that life andnature hold secrets more profound than intrigues fashionedby men.'

Lord Keda considered this remarkable statement, fascinatedby the man who had uttered it.

 

But the Emperor they all attended was young yet forsubtle nuances. He squirmed impatiently on his gildedcushions and clapped his hands to his runner. 'Fetch inthe prisoner.'

 

Two Imperial Whites entered, flanking a slender manwith bitten nails and shrewd eyes. Lord Keda recognisedChumaka, who had served the late Lord Jiro as FirstAdviser. The Imperial Chancellor frowned, wondering whyhe had been summoned to this private council, since hiswas not a judicial office. His appointment was more anadministrator's than one of tribunal authority who couldseal an accusation of treason.

 

For surely Lord Jiro had been behind the assassinationof the Emperor Ichindar; Omechan had inherited the siegeengines, and Omechan armies had been in place to backthe Anasati plot to seize the throne. Chumaka could nothave escaped involvement; all too likely, the deadly planhad been of his own design.

 

Mara responded to Lord Keda's trepidation. 'You havebeen called here as witness,' she explained quietly, thenfaced forward as Chumaka awarded the Emperor a deepbow. He followed with an obeisance to Mara,, murmuring,'Great Lady, I have heard of your reputation. I cast myselfat your mercy and humbly beg for my life.'

 

Lord Keda frowned. The man had been Lord Jiro'sadviser; he had surely been party to the murder of Hokanu'sfather, as well as to the poisoning of Lady Mara herself.

That Mara knew this was mirrored in her face. Theexpressionless line of her mouth hinted at underlying pain:

but for this man's meddling, and a nearly successful attempton her life, she might still be capable of childbearing. Thehusband she had been compelled to renounce might yet beat her side.
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Chumaka held his pose of prostration, his hands tremblingslightly. There was no arrogance in him; his humiliationseemed deeply genuine.

 

'Justin,' Mara murmured, her tone husky.

 

The boy gave his mother a glance that hinted atrebellion.

 

Mara braced herself, but it was Arakasi who coachedthe boy in her place.

 

'Majesty,' he said in a tone that grated like old rust,'there are times to hold grudges, and other times to grantclemency. I urge you to choose as a man, and as Emperor.Consider wisely. This man who throws himself on yourmercy is the most brilliant foe I have ever known. You'vealready pardoned every other enemy in the Nations, but thisone must be specially exempted. Either order him executed,banish him for life, or swear him to your service and givehim a commission. He is far too dangerous to let run freeinside the Empire.'

 

Justin's red brows gathered into a frown. He thought longand hard. 'I cannot decide,' he said at last. 'Mother, this manhas been responsible for more pain than any other. His lifeis yours to dispose of as you will.'

 

The Lady in her red of mourning stirred. She regardedthe thinning hair of the man who crouched at her feet. Ittook her a long time to speak. 'Rise, Chumaka.'

The prisoner obeyed, all of his cleverness absent. Heregarded the Lady whose choice would determine his fate,and by the deep stillness in his eyes, all in the chamber couldsee: he knew of no reason under heaven why she shouldgrant him reprieve. 'As my Lady wills,' he murmured in adead voice.

 

Mara's gaze bored into him. 'Answer me on your honor;swear by your spirit that will be bound to the Wheel of Lifeafter this existence shall end: why did you do it?'

She did not specify which of his crimes he should answer
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for. Perhaps naming them separately was too hurtful to her.More likely, she was too numbed by events to care; or elseshe was guileful, leaving the selection to Chumaka, that shecould divine his deeper motives from his choice.

Chumaka's quick intellect floundered. He sighed, concedingher the match. As she had questioned, so he

answered in general terms. And for the first time in hislong and disingenuous life, he spoke the plain truth. 'Formy master's service, in part. But in the main, for my love ofthe Great Game, my Lady. In this, I served myself, not Jiroor Tecuma before him. I was loyal to the House of Anasati,yes, but also not; I did my Lord's bidding, but the joy ofmanipulating politics was always my own, private thing.You were the best the gods had placed upon the soil andunder the sun, and to defeat you' - he shrugged - 'wouldhave been the most glorious triumph in the history of theGreat Game.'

 

Arakasi sucked in a breath. Too plainly he had understoodthe words of the antagonist who had come nearerthan any man to besting him at subterfuge and wit, murderand plotting.

 

'That was my miscalculation,' he murmured, as if he andChumaka were alone. 'I presumed that you acted for yourmaster's honor. There was where you nearly had me: yourmotive was ever your own at heart, and Jiro's honor bedamned.'

 

'Chumaka inclined his head. 'To win, yes, was always thegoal. The honor of the master is in victory.' Then he turnedback to Lady Mara. 'No one understands this better thanyou, mistress. For the winner decides what is honor andwhat is not.' He fell silent, awaiting pronouncement of hissentence.

 

The Mistress of the Empire clasped taut hands in her lap.She did not, in the end, speak for herself. 'Would you servethe Empire, Chumaka?'
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A fiery light shone in the former Anasati adviser's eyes.'Gladly, mistress. Despite vows of obedience and loyalty,many of those at your banquet drinking your wine tonightwill be plotting your overthrow tomorrow. Keeping thisnew Empire from crumbling would be the greatest challengeany man could face.'

 

Mara's gaze shifted to Arakasi. 'Would you entrust yournetwork to this man?'

 

The Spy Master of the Acoma narrowed his eyes andanswered with barely a hesitation. 'Yes. Better than I, hecould run my agents. His pride in his work would keep themsafer than I ever could, even before I lost my touch.'

Mara nodded to herself. 'So I thought. You had neverfound your heart. We need not fear this happening toChumaka. He has none, save for his work.'

 

She faced Chumaka. 'You will take oath to serve yourEmperor as Spy Master. As punishment for your past crimesagainst this Empire, and as penance, you will serve your newLight of Heaven to the last breath in your body. Lord Kedastands as witness.' As Chumaka regarded the ~remarkableLady who had large enough heart to forgive him for some ofthe greatest sorrows in her life, and as disbelief gave way todawning joy, he lost the chance to thank her. She dismissedhim summarily, in the care of Lord Keda, to swear his oathof fealty and set the words under the imperial seal.

As the Imperial Whites and the Chancellor left thechamber, Mara and Justin were left alone with Arakasi.The Lady regarded the remarkably talented man who hadtaken innumerable guises, from the lowest scabby beggarin the gutters, to the glittering gold-edged armor of anelite warrior in Justin's retinue. All that she had achievedshe owed in part to him. His ability to perceive withoutprejudice had served her more than loyalty, more than duty,more than treasure or wealth. 'There is only one post leftunfilled,' she said at last, her mouth showing signs of a

:
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smile. 'Will you take the mantle of Imperial First Adviser?I very much doubt there is any other man living with a fastenough mind to keep Justin out of mischief'

 

Arakasi returned a grin that was startling for its spontaneity. 'What does Justin think?'

 

Mara and her former Spy Master glanced at the boy,whose face was utterly crestfallen.

'

He thinks he will lose out in his escapades,' Maraconcluded with a laugh. 'Which decides the issue. Willyou accept, Arakasi?'

 

'I would be honored,' he replied solemnly. And thendelight showed through his facade. 'More; I would bepleased.'

 

'Then prepare to begin your duties tomorrow,' Marafinished. 'Tonight is yours, to seek out your lady Kamlio.'

Arakasi quirked up one brow in an expression no onepresent had ever seen.

 

'What is it?' Mara asked gently. 'Has the girl rejectedyour suit?'

 

Arakasi's manner became bemused. 'She has not. In fact,she has agreed I may pay court to her - for a former courtesan,she suddenly desires a large measure of propriety. Hermoods are still changeable, but she is no longer the sullenchild you took with you into Thuril.' He shook his head alittle in bemused wonder. 'Now she has discovered her selfworth,it remains to be seen whether I am a match for her.'

'You are,' Mara assured him. 'I have seen. Do not doubt.'Then she looked closely at the man whose thoughts hadstimulated hers to new heights and long leaps of revelation.'You wish to ask a favor,' she guessed.

 

Arakasi looked uncharacteristically chagrined. 'As amatter of fact, yes, I do.'

 

'Name it.' Mara said. 'If it is within my power to grant,it is already yours.'

 

The man in the unobtrusive green-bordered robe, who
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would soon wear the white and gold of imperial service,smiled shyly. 'I would ask you to assign Kamlio's serviceto Isashani of the Xacatecas,' he said in a rush of embarrassedwords.

 

Mara laughed outright. 'Brilliant!' she said when next shecould speak. 'Of course! No one, man or woman, has everescaped the charm of the dowager Lady of the Xacatecas.Kamlio will do well with her, and you will gain a superblytrained wife.'

 

Arakasi's eyes glittered. 'She will certainly become amanipulator equal to my best effort.'

 

Mara waved him away. 'You need a woman of wits tokeep your acuity,' she chided fondly. 'Now go and tell LadyIsashani that the most difficult match in all the Empire isher bag of knots to untangle. She'll be delighted to oblige,I am sure.'

 

'Why?' Justin demanded outright, as Arakasi made hisgraceful bow and habitually silent exit. 'Do all womenamuse themselves in such fashion?'

 

The Mistress of the Empire sighed and gazed fondly uponher son, whose frankness could be an embarrassment, forhis ability to set words to truths that were a breach of goodmanners and all too often resulted in reddened ears. 'Visityour predecessor's harem,-sometime, and you will see,' shesaid. Then, as Justin's eyes took on an unholy gleam ofmischief, she added hastily, 'On second thought, that partof your education can wait until you are grown. You aretoo like your father to be set loose among rival women ata tender age.'

 

'What do you mean?' Justin demanded.

 

Mara gave her son a faraway smile. 'When you are older,and I am no longer your regent, you will see.'

The garden was secluded, a green haven of shade surroundedby flowers and fountains. Mara wandered its
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paths, seeking peace. Hokanu walked at her side, from timeto time speaking, other times wrapped in silence. 'I shallmiss you,' he said, in a heart-wrenching shift of subject.

'And I you,' Mara said quickly, lest she lose her voiceentirely. 'More than I can say.'

 

Hokanu gave her back a brave smile, his loss carefullywalled away. 'You have certainly enlivened the gossip andgiven Lady Isashani pause for thought. She will be busywriting letters, and I will have to fend off the results ofher matchmaking.'

 

Mara tried to smile at his humor. 'You are the best awoman could wish for in a husband. You gave love withoutcondition. You never held me back from my destiny.'

'No man could,' Hokanu admired wryly. Unspokenbehind his words was an anger for the works of Jiro'sassassin: if not for the tong's ugly poison, he would notbe losing the only woman who would ever match him

. . .

 

m sp~r~t.

 

Mara plucked a white flower, and Hokanu gently tookit from her. As he had once done before, he wound it inher hair. There were light strands amid the black, now, thatmatched the hue of the petals.

 

'You gave me a beautiful daughter to follow after me,'Mara said. 'One day she will have brothers who areyour sons.'

 

Hokanu could only nod. After a long moment of justwalking at the Lady's side, he said, 'There is a certainelegance in your being succeeded by Kasuma as RulingLady.' His smile was bittersweet. 'Our daughter. My fatherwould be pleased to know that our children will rule twogreat houses.'

 

'He is,' announced a voice.

 

Lord and Lady spun around in surprise. Deep in mysteryin his black robes, Fumita offered them both a bow. 'Morethan you know . . . my son.' The admission of kinship was
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not wrung from him, but a glad pronouncement that thechanged status of the Assembly now made possible. Themagicians stern face broke into a startlingly brilliant smile.'Lady Mara, always think of yourself as my daughter' thenhis manner became impassive, as he delivered his officialmessage. 'I asked to be the one to inform the Great Mistressthat the Assembly has voted. The decision was reluctant,but the magicians concede to her demands. Our order willbe answerable to the new law, as set down by the EmperorJustin over the Nations.'

 

Mara inclined her head in respect. She half expectedFumita to effect the same abrupt departure that was hishabit when he saw his part as finished.

 

But as if his admission of kinship with his son had openedthe floodgates of change, this one time he lingered. 'My son,my daughter, I^wish you both to know that your courageousactions are approved. You have done Acoma and Shinzawaihonor. I only wish my brother- Hokanu's foster father werestill alive to bear witness.'

 

Hokanu kept an impassive face, but Mara could sense hisgreat pride. A crooked smile finally cracked his warrior'sfacade, matched almost at once by a mirroring one fromFumita. 'I guess none of the scions of House Shinzawaiare adept at keeping tradition,' the magician observed.To Mara he added, 'You may never know how difficultit has been, sometimes, for our kind to give up the lifewe knew before our power was recognised. It is worse forthose like myself, who were grown men with families whenour power manifested. The Assembly's secrets have crippledour emotions, I sometimes think. That has been a tragicmistake. We were forced to wall away our feelings, and asa consequence, acts of cruelty seemed removed from us. Aschange refreshes us, we will reawaken to our humanity. Inthe end, we of the Assembly will grow to have cause tothank you, and to bless Lady Mara's memory.'

The Mistress of the Empire embraced the magician witha familiarity she would never have dared before. 'Visit theImperial Court often, Fumita. Your granddaughter mustgrow with the joy of knowing her grandfather.'

As if uncomfortable with the rush of feelings, for the giftof a family restored, Fumita bowed brusquely. A heartbeatlater, he vanished in a breath of air, leaving Mara andHokanu alone to share a last moment of each other'sprivate company.

 

The fountains sang, and the flowers released their perfumeon the deepening evening air. The page who arrivedwas an intrusion, as he made his bow and announced, 'MyLady, the Light of Heaven requests the presence of his father,and the Mistress of the Empire, for his council.'

'Politics,' Mara said with a sigh. 'Is it the dance orourselves that are the masters?'

 

'It is the dance that masters us, of course,' Hokanu smiled.'Else I should never be leaving you, Lady.' Then he turned,and presented his arm to his former wife. With a dignityborn of profound courage and unshakable inner peace, heescorted her toward the imperial suite, and her new role asRegent and Mistress of the Empire.

 

Epilogue
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The herald struck the gong.

 

Lady Mara, Mistress of the Empire, resettled her weighton the gilt-edged cushion that failed to soften the unyieldingmarble of her official seat on the imperial dais. Hers mightbe less brilliant a throne than Justin's gold-overlaid one, butit was no less uncomfortable. In two years of presiding overJustin's public duties, she had never grown used to it.

Mara's thoughts drifted. Gaining in his experience onthe golden throne, Justin was more and more capable ofmanaging the decisions presented on the Day of Appeals.He had his mother's talent for seeing the pattern in complexissues, and his father's ability to cut to the heart of thematter. Most of the time Mara served at his side morein the role of adviser than Regent; sometimes she satlost in memories as she endured the lengthy hours ofstate councils, trusting Justin to let her know when herattention was needed.

 

Sundown was near, she saw by the slant of the lightthrough the dome in the grand hall of audience. The Dayof Appeals was at last drawing to a close. The last fewof the Emperor's petitioners approached the rail on thefloor below. Mara resisted the urge to rub tired eyes asJustin, ninety-two times Emperor, called out the traditionalwords that acknowledged his approaching subject's rightto be heard.

 

'Lord Hokanu of the Shinzawai, know that you have theear of the gods through our ear.' Justin's voice was breakingto the baritone that would be his in manhood, but joy at thearrival of his foster father caused him to forget to blush at
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the roughness that had invaded his speech. 'Heaven smilesdown upon the felicity of your visit, and we bid you gladwelcome.'

 

Mara started sharply from reverie. Hokanu was here!Her heart leaped as she looked down to see how he fared.Months had passed since their paths had last crossed ata state function. The Shinzawai Lord had left the court,she recalled, to attend upon his lady wife, who had beenpregnant with his heir.

 

Heirs, Mara was forced to correct herself, as the imperialherald called out two names, and she reviewed the pair ofbundles borne in the arms of their father. A nurse and twoservants hovered nearby, and another, a slight, pretty girlwhose eyes were downcast and shy before the presence ofher Emperor.

 

Justin was grinning; another trait he had inherited fromhis outworld father was spuming the Tsurani bent forstiff-faced protocol. These days some of the younger nobleswere imitating him, affecting his animated expressions andfrank speech, as unmarried women might follow popularfashion, much to the discomfort of the older Ruling Lords.He gave his stately mother a mischieviously unroyal poke inthe ribs. 'Mother, you must have words for this occasion.'

Mara did not. She could only smile down on the proudfather for a long minute close to tears. The babies werebeautiful, perfect; if they could not have been hers to bear,she blessed the gods that the quiet Elumani's fertility hadgranted her husband's fierce desire. 'Sons?' Mara managedto whisper at last.

 

Hokanu nodded, speechless. His eyes mirrored the joyin her own, and also the aching regret. He missed Mara'squick mind, and the ease of her company. Elumani was agentle girl, but she had not been chosen for fiery spirit.

Still, she had given what Mara could not: the House ofShinzawai now had children for continuance of the line.
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Hokanu had his boys, and they would grow and come toreplace the companionship he had lost.

 

The imperial herald cleared his throat. 'Lord Hokanu ofthe Shinzawai, presenting to the Light of Heaven his heirs,Kamatsu and Maro.'

 

Justin voiced the official acknowledgment of the children. 'May they grow in joy and strength, with the blessings'

of heaven.'

 

Mara found her voice. 'I am happy for you both. I~Elumani, I am especially flattered and proud.' She paused,deeply touched by the unexpected gift of having a namesakeof Hokanu's blood. She had to force herself not to weep a'she continued. 'When your sons are old enough, I would kpleased to have them visit the imperial nursery, and to enjoy,making acquaintance with their half-sister, Kasuma.' ~

The tiny, auburn-haired girl at Hokanu's side gave agraceful bow. She still did not raise her eyes, and th.skin of her cheeks blushed pink at this royal recognition,'I am deeply honored,' she said in a voice like a mellow.songbird's. 'The Mistress of the Empire is too kind.'

All too soon the Shinzawai party were making bows dparting to the Emperor. Mara gazed wistfully after theblue-armored figure that strode out with all the warrior'grace she remembered. Then her emotions overcame liedShe raised her ceremonial fan and tipped it open to hideher sudden tears. Sons for the Shinzawai: they were no.a fulfilled wish, more than a dream for the future of d.Empire. Twins! Mara shook her head, bemused. It seemed.as if the bounty of the gods outdid itself to make up ~forthe poor infant of hers who had died before birth. ~ ~

Her loneliness was now well worth such rewards. SodniHokanu, spending time with him, was no longer possibleand she missed him, but a time would come when they could'visit without pain, because deep friendship had formed theheart of their marriage.

 

,.,
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Again the gong chimed. The imperial herald's voice rangout, announcing the presentation of the newly arrivedambassador from the Kingdom of the Isles, on the worldof Midkemia.

 

Mara stole a peek at the group who approached, thenraised her fan swiftly as her heart twisted yet again.

Never could she behold a group of men in outworld dresswithout thinking of the barbarian lover who had tossed herlife tempestuously into change. Three of them were slenderand tall, and one even walked with the barest hitch to hisstride. That flawed movement tugged at her memory.

She chided herself. Too much, today, she had allowedherself to become maudlin over past affairs of the heart.She braced herself to endure greeting a man who wouldbe a stranger, who might speak Tsurani with the odd, nasaltwang of a Midkemian, and who,-though tall, would not beKevin. That these men did not wear slave's grey, but ratherthe fine silks and rich velvets, with the blazon of the Kingof Isle upon the tabards of the officers, made no difference.Mara looked away, avoiding even imperfect reminders ofpersonal loss.

 

The ambassador from the Isles and his company reachedthe rail. An official who had visited repeatedly in establishingthis exchange of envoys, Baron Michael of Krondor,addressed the court. 'Your Majesty, it is my honor to presentto you the ambassador of the Kingdom of the Isles-' Thesudden silence caused Mara to look.

 

The ambassador. had one hand half raised to sweep offhis plumed hat and bow, in the style of his homeland. Butthere he had frozen. His knuckles obscured his face. The

watching courtiers stilled also; a few of the nearer ImperialWhites peculiarly struggled to hide amazement.

Then the barbarian ambassador doffed his hat andbowed, slowly, his eyes never leaving Justin's face. Amurmur swept the court as he did so. Mara looked again
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at the new ambassador, and her heart again seemed toskip. The man who had reminded her of her lost lovewas replacing his outlandish hat, with the white plumeand gold badge. Her eyes again threatened to betray her,so she quickly fanned her face, lest rumors sweep the citythis night that the Imperial Regent had been given over tounreasonable bouts of tears for no good reason. She heartBaron Michael finish the introduction: '. . . emissary fromHis Royal Highness Lyam, King of the Isles.'

 

'You may approach,' the Light of Heaven allowed,sounding all boyishly treble. Mara heard movement asthe Imperial Whites stepped aside and opened the railing,inviting the ambassador onto the dais to present hiscredentials.

 

The Midkemian ascended the first stair. His booted footfallrang across a chamber arrested into stillness. CarefullyMara dosed her fan, as the emissary from the Kingdom ofthe Isles mounted the last steps between them.

He paused three paces from the throne and swept intoanother bow. This time his hat stayed off as he straightened.Mara beheld his face.

 

A soft cry escaped her. The profile of the man, and that ofher son in his gold-edged robes of state, were mirror imagesBut where the boy's features were yet unlined, and onlylately beginning to mature into the firmness of adulthood"the man's were well scored with creases, as fair skin will a0ewith passing years and too much sun. The once red hair we'frosted now with white, and the eyes were wide, stunned.

The Mistress of the Empire saw fully. She was forced toconfront what all the Lords in the court had seen, from theinstant the ambassador had made his entry. Only the hat,and the high angle of the dais, and the weak moment ofcowardice that had caused her to hide behind her fan had;made her the last to discover just who stood before her with iRan air of exasperated startlement. ; ~;
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'Kevin,' Mara mouthed soundlessly.

 

Arakasi, as Imperial First Adviser, stepped forward toreceive the ambassadorial credentials. Showing an unusualgrin, he said, 'You've changed.'

 

Recognition registered. With an answering laugh, Kevinsaid, 'So have you. I didn't recognise you without adisguise.'

 

With only the barest glance at the documents, Arakasiturned and said, 'Your Majesty, before you stands theambassador from the King of the Isles, Kevin, Baron ofthe Royal Court.'

 

Justin nodded and said, 'You are welcome,' but his voiceshowed he, too, was dose to losing decorum. For beforehim stood the blood father he had only heard about.

Mara's hand went to her mouth, as if to prevent wordsfrom escaping unbidden. That smallest motion from hercaused a shiver to chase over Kevin's flesh. His eyes - somuch bluer than she recalled - turned toward her. His smilewarred with a frown on his familiar face that the years hadchanged little, after all. 'I expected I might find you here,'he said in husky, pent-back emotion that only those atopthe dais could hear. 'Who else in these Nations could fitthe title "Mistress of the Empire?" But this, your Light ofHeaven.' His large, capable hand indicated Justin, and hiseyes brightened to a knifepoint of intensity - 'Lady, whyever didn't you tell me?'

 

The pair who had once been lovers might have been alonein that vast hall.

 

Mara swallowed. Too clearly she recalled their lastparting: this man in the street, scuffed and half-beaten,as he resisted the slave handlers who had acted on herorders to send him by force back to his homeworld.

She had lacked the capacity for speech then. Now wordscame to her in a rush. 'I didn't dare tell you. A son wouldhave kept you this side of the rift, and that would have
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been a crime against all that you taught me to profess. Youwould never have married, never have lived for yourself.Justin has been raised knowing who his father was. Arcyou angry with me?'

 

'Justin,' Kevin repeated, trying the name out on hidtongue. 'After my father?' As Mara gave back a timid nod,he shot a glance that glowed at the boy who sat straight onthe golden throne. Then he shivered again. 'Angry?'

Mara flinched. He always had spoken at inopportunemoments, in a tone that rang too loud.

 

He looked at her, quieting his voice, though his inflectionwas no less harsh. 'Yes, I am angry. I've been robbed. I'd:have liked to watch my boy grow.'

 

Mara blushed. He had lost none of his ability to throwher off balance. Forgetting to show demure Tsurani poise$she defended herself 'You would never have had any otherchildren had I done so.'

 

Kevin slapped his hand against his knee. While still low,his rejoinder was starting to carry to those standing at thebottom of the dais. 'Lady, what is this talk of children? l:have none! I never did marry. I took service in my PrinceArutha's court - for a dozen years I've been fighting goblinsand dark elves with the border barons at Highcastle andNorthwarden. Then out of nowhere, I'm summoned toKrondor, and told to my chagrin that when the Emperorof Tsuranuanni requested an exchange of ambassadors; Iwas overqualified for the post- I'm noble born, but beyond:any chance of inheritance with older brothers and near

dozen nephews, and I speak fluent Tsurani. So my Kin'commanded - or rather, Prince Arutha appointed on hisbrother's behalf - and suddenly I'm a beribboned court;baron, bowing like some sort of trained monkeY before;

my own son!'

 

Here the Midkemian ambassador turned to regard theEmperor. His irritation modulated as he said, 'He does look
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like me, doesn't he?' Then he grinned and tossed a wink atJustin. The gaze he turned back to Mara was edged as iceas his merriment faded again. 'I hope that your husbanddoesn't come after me with a sword for this!' he finishedin that tone of dry mocking that could either delight orenrage Mara.

 

The Mistress of the Empire blinked, realising how littleKevin would know of dine-past fourteen years. 'Hokanufostered the boy, knowing the truth of his conception.'

Now Kevin looked dumbfounded in turn. 'Didn't I justsee the Lord of the Shinzawai outside, with a child bride,and two babies?'

 

Mara nodded, past speech.

 

Never one to be caught speechless, Kevin said, 'You'renot married?' Mara could only shake her head no. 'Yetyou had a husband. What Tsurani convolution of traditionsis this?'

 

'It's called divorce on grounds of barrenness. Hokanuneeded heirs, for the stability of Justin's reign, and the Goodof the Nations. You just observed the result.' Mara shookoff the play of feelings that threatened to knock her dizzy.She was in public, in full view of the court; her image as aLady and a Tsurani must be laughable at this moment.

Taking his cue from Mara, Arakasi called out,'The Dayof Appeals is at an end. Let all retire and give thanks for ourLight of Heaven.' Then began a very slow withdrawal, asmost of the court nobles lingered, curious to overhear thestrange exchange taking place atop the imperial dais. The

cadre of Midkemian nobles who had accompanied Kevinexchanged uncertain signals, unsure if they should wait fortheir leader or withdraw without him.

 

Mara saw a hundred pairs of eyes turned toward her,to see how she would react next. And then, suddenly,she did not care. She assumed her most dignified, formalposture. 'Kevin, Baron of the Court, Ambassador of the
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Midkemian King of the Isles, I have been remiss in m'duties as a mother. I present to you your blood ventJustin, ninety-two times Emperor, and Light of Heavenof Tsuranuanni. I humbly pray he is fair in your sight, andan honor to your family pride.'

 

The senior imperial herald, eyes wide in astonishment atwhat he had just heard, glanced at Arakasi for instruction.The Imperial First Adviser shrugged and nodded, and theherald raised his voice to ring out over the assembledTsurani nobles. 'Kevin of Rillanon, ambassador of KingLyam, and father of our own Light of Heaven!'

 

Lady Mara was jolted almost out of her skin by the ~noise of a resounding cheer from the younger nobles ofthe court, who were halfway to the great outer doors.They flooded back toward the railing and began stampingand clapping their approval. More than any other thingthat impressed upon Mara how swiftly two short years ofchanged policies were taking deeper root: for there wasbut one way for a Midkemian to have become the father

of a fourteen-year-old boy: if he had visited the Empirepreviously as a slave and a prisoner of war.

 

It had not been long in the past when the idea of aslave's child becoming Emperor would have been cause forbloody rebellion, a war over insult and honor that had nopoint beyond an excuse for each Lord who harbored secret:ambitions to see his house triumph over his enemies.

But as Mara studied the faces on the floor below, she saw:mostly bemusement, surprise, and honest admiration. To allbut a narrow-minded few, the Laws of the Great Freedomwere already coming to replace the Game of the Council.More sons of nobles sought out imperial duty rather thanserving with their family's forces. It was these young men,breaking free of the traditions of their ancestors, whocheered the loudest.

 

Once again, Mara had done the unthinkable. Her people

.
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of the Empire were coming to expect that of her, so adepthad they grown at taking such turns in their stride.

And then Justin was off his throne, discarding his mantleand headdress into the care of his body servant. He flunghimself into the arms of the father he had never known, butwhose name had become a legend spoken in awed tones bythe older Acoma servants.

 

Mara looked on, new tears brightening her eyes, untilKevin's huge arm hooked out and hauled her off hercushion to share in a three-way embrace.

 

The Lady was startled into laughter. She had forgottenhow impulsive he was, and how overwhelmingly strong.

'Mistress of the Empire,' he murmured over a redoubledvolume of cheers. 'You are a Lady of surprises! I trust I willhave the chance to spend time in the imperial suite, gettingto know my son, and renewing old acquaintance with hismother?'

 

Mara took a deep breach, smelling the odd taint ofoff-world fur, and strange spices, and velvets that werewoven on looms far away, in a colder land that someday shemust journey across the rift to visit. Her blood quickened toa beat of passion that all but swept her from her feet. 'Youwill have a lifetime to share with your son,' she murmuredto Kevin so that only he could hear. 'And all the years youcould desire in the company of his mother, so long as yourKing permits.'

 

Kevin laughed. 'Lyam's glad to be rid of me, I think.Things are too quiet on the border for a troublemaker like

me.' Then he pulled her tight against him, for the simplejoy of holding her.

 

The temple gongs rang out over the Holy City at thatmoment Sweet music sounded over the Imperial Precinct,as the priests of the Twenty Greater Gods sang theirdevotions at evening. Officially, the Day of Appeals wasat an end.
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Kevin drew back and smiled upon the Lady who hadnever for a day lost her hold upon his heart. 'You aremistress of far more than this Empire,' he said, laughing,and the cheers from the Lords of Tsuranuanni did not stop .as he led her and his Emperor son, hand in hand, downfrom the high dais.
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At Crydee, a frontier outpost in the tranquil Kingdom ofthe Isles, an orphan boy, Pug is apprendced to a mastermagician - and the destinies of two worlds are changedforever. Sudd~nly the peace of the Kingdom is destroyedas mysterious alien invaders swarm through the land. Pugis swept up into the conflict but for him and his warriorfriend, Tomas, an odyssey into the unknown has only justbegun. Tomas will inherit a legacy of savage power froman ancient civilisadon. Pug's destiny is to lead himthrough a rift in the fabric of space and dme to the masteryof the unimaginable powers of a strange new magic. . .

'Epic scope . . . fast-moving action . . . vivid imaginadon'Washin~on Post

 

'Tons of intrigue and action' Publishers Weeily
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~e Master of

Whitestorm

Janny Wurts

 

'Jenny Wurts is a gifted creator of wonder'

Raymond E. Feist

 

Everyone knew there was no escape from the slave galleysof the Murghai: but Korendir, a man whose past wasshrouded in mystery, recognized no impossibilities in life.

After leading a desperate and successful revolt, he freesthe prisoners and sets out on a series of remarkable quests;battling the sorceress Anthei to lift the curse on theblighted land of Torresdyr; challenging the elementalCyondide to win the lost hoard of the dragon Sharkash;travelling to far Northengard to save its people from aplague of poisonous wereleopards.

 

Always Korendir's goal was treasure; but never for its ownsake. His ultimate aim was to build a fortress atWhitestorm, impregnable against all comers, be theymortal or supernatural, to protect himself, its Master,from the dark secret of his ancestry. . .

 

'Pace and fire . . . Janny Wurts writes with astonishingenergy' Stephen R. Donaldson

 

'Powerfi~l . . . epic grandeur . . . magnificent!'
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- der~ne has also introcuceo many excellent new writers, as well asillustrations, ar~cles, interviews, him anrJ book reviews, news, etc.

"terz~ne is available from specialist bookshops, or by wbscription. For

six issues, senrJ 15 (outsirle UK 18). For twelve issues senrJ 28 (outside UK34): Slagb ropies: 2.50 inc. p&p (outsirb UK, 2.80).

American subscribers may senrJ S27 for six iswes, or $52 for twelve issues. AlfUS copies will be rJespatcheo by Air Saver (arcelerateo wrface mail).
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This eBook was created using ReaderWorks™ Standard, produced by OverDrive, Inc.


For more information on ReaderWorks, visit us on the Web at "www.readerworks.com"
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