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Prologue

It was a sword. It did not look important. Three feet long and slightly curved, the blade looked tarnished. The metal's dark color suggested it was simply brass. The edge was sharp and without a nick. The haft was pewter-colored, contoured for the human hand, and unremarkable—except for the single ruby set in the pommel.

Despite its modest appearance, the sword was skillfully constructed. The blade itself had been made from microscopic sheets of a chromium-antimony alloy layered one atop the other. The painstaking process made the blade very flexible and the edge very sharp. Even the best swordsmiths found the alloy difficult to work, however, making reproduction improbable.

In addition to its precise construction, the sword was ancient. Forged more than nine thousand years before, the sword had withstood all manner of use and misuse. The number of warriors who'd wielded the sword was a figure lost in the past. The number of warriors who'd died on its edge was many times that. The number of warriors mortally wounded while wielding this sword, however, was fewer than a hundred.

Called the Heir Sword, it assured the succession by preparing an Heir's mind for the Imperial Sword. No different in appearance, other than its slightly larger ruby, the Imperial Sword extended the range of an Emperor's psychic powers to the farthest corners of the Empire. Thus, the Imperial Sword was the figurative and literal source of the Emperor's authority. The Imperial Sword electrocuted anyone inadequately prepared by the Heir Sword, killing the unfortunate (or treacherous) soul. Thus, the Heir Sword was the only way to obtain that authority.

Each of the four Empires had its own pair of Swords, each pair adorned with a different gem. The four Imperial Swords all served the same function: To grant the current Emperor total dominion over his or her Empire. The four Heir Swords all shared their own function: To assure a smooth succession.

Although they shared the same function, the most valuable of the four Heir Swords was the one adorned with a ruby, the Heir Sword for the Northern Empire. Because of this Sword, the Eastern Empire had slaughtered all the people of the Northern Empire. Because of this Sword, a civil war had riven the Eastern Empire. Because of this Sword, bandits besieged the Eastern Empire from across its northern border. Because of this Sword, the four Empires' nine-thousand-year-old political systems were faltering, even though, ironically, the eight Swords had been forged to preserve them.

The Northern Heir Sword did not look important, but because of a single fact, it was the most important object in the world:

The Sword was missing.







Chapter 1

To understand the fall of the Swords in the year 9323, we look back nearly fifty years to 9274, to the Caven Hills revolt in the Eastern Empire. We can trace the fall to this small skirmish. Heretofore, most historians traced the fall of the Swords to the annihilation of the Northern Empire in 9287, during which the Northern Heir Sword disappeared. However, from the Caven Hills revolt emerged the peasant Guarding Bear, a man with a talent as wild as the hills themselves. Revolting as much against inequitable taxation as his rigid society, Guarding Bear soon dominated Eastern Empire politics. Without him or his revolt, humanity would still be struggling to free itself from its nine-thousand-year cage. The way the revolt began is a story Guarding Bear can tell you himself.—The Fall of the Swords.

* * *

We stood on a hill overlooking a canyon with only one entrance. In that narrow defile, a small detachment of our rebels awaited the enemy. They were a full battalion of seasoned Arrow Warriors. We were a disorganized rabble of peasants, without the resources to continue our resistance much longer.

We were in rebellion. Two weeks before, the Lord Emperor Smoking Arrow had raised taxes from thirty to forty-five taels per family per year. In the Caven Hills, most families earned less than fifty. We were so poor only the Infinite knew how we'd pay.

Our insurrection started so innocently.

An hour after the Emperor announced the tax increase on the psychic flow, that great universal mind, my brother and I entered our village. The buildings were mostly wattle-and-daub huts, the only stone structure a small grain silo too large to hold our meager harvests. In inclement weather we kept sheep in it—when we had sheep. Piles of refuse and excrement greeted us with their stench. We'd become accustomed long before and barely noticed. Our father, the village elder, had tried years ago to improve the sanitation. Surviving was such a struggle that the Caven Hills natives cared little for fripperies like sewage systems.

Brazen Bear and I walked through the village, feeling the same dejection and doom all the villagers felt, most of them too ignorant to shield their minds. The village was a community under sentence. The villagers looked at us with hostility, as if we were somehow at fault for the increase in taxes.

We stepped into our hovel and found our father Crazy Bear. He was sitting on his sleeping mat and staring at the dirt. Without a word, we sat on our mats and looked toward him. I felt furious that Father was in such a predicament. No village elder was responsible for the region's poverty. If anyone, it was the Prefect who was responsible.

Crazy Bear looked up slowly, frowning. “Brazen Bear, Guarding Bear, oh my beloved sons.” He dropped his gaze back to the floor. “The Lord Emperor Smoking Arrow in his Infinite-blessed wisdom has raised taxes from thirty to forty five taels. This village can't possibly pay the extra fifteen taels and owes back taxes as well. We'll have to sell one of the village children across the border, perhaps two. Either that, or I lose my head for not collecting our liege lord's taxes.”

“Father—”

Crazy Bear held up a hand to interrupt my brother. Sighing, he looked toward the ceiling. “Infinite forgive me! This is all my fault.” He sighed again, his spirit heavy. In his love for us, Father granted us the honor of his unshielded emotions. “I made a purchase last week with money I began to save over five years ago. Taels we three have earned and taels from the village treasury, which I really shouldn't have spent. I've abused my office, in a way. If I thought my head would satisfy the tax collectors, I'd give it gladly, but my head won't pay the taxes.”

“Can't you sell back whatever you bought?” Brazen Bear asked.

“Only at a loss, my son.” Crazy Bear shook his head. “You know the situation. I want to protect our village from the Prefect to the east, to stop this village from being a pawn between our liege lord and him. In one sense, I want to protect our village. In truth I want my boys to have a measure of control over their lives, some means of making their situation better. I wish I could have presented these at a better time, my sons.” Reaching back, Father pulled an oilcloth bundle into his lap and opened the folds.

From within gleamed a pair of matched swords.

I gasped, having dreamt of swords better than the useless blades we practiced with, so dull we could only use them as bludgeons. These two swords, I saw, were far better than any I'd imagined. The hafts were plain and unadorned, the sheaths only leather, but the blades were a finely-layered, pewter-colored metal—the best workmanship and the best materials. I guessed that the swords were worth more than five times the village taxes. If Father sold them, the money would easily lift the burden Smoking Arrow had laid on our backs. That explained the villagers' hostile glances.

Brazen Bear looked sadly at the swords. “Please forgive me, Father, I can't accept the gift.”

Crazy Bear frowned at my younger brother.

“Neither can I, Father,” I said, wanting to shove my words back in my mouth. I craved one of those swords so much I'd have hacked off my left testicle to get one. To my horror, I added, “In fact, I insist you sell them tomorrow and pay the village taxes. You'll have enough to pay future taxes as well.”

My father smiled. “Fortunately, I'm the village elder. As your elder, I insist you take these swords. We know our liege lord doesn't think our village worth a bucket of dung, so we have to protect it ourselves. Tomorrow, I leave for Nest to ask the Lord Prefect Tiger to repay us the money I spent. In my absence, I charge you two to protect the village. I'm confident you'll do well. So take these swords, my sons, and always remember your duty to your village.”

I slid the oilcloth toward me and gestured my brother to choose one. Picking up the other tenderly, I slipped the blade into the sheath. The sword in both hands, I bowed reverently to my father. Brazen Bear knelt as well. In sync we spoke. “These humble peasants ask the Village Elder Bear to accept their swords and their souls into his service.”

We made a mockery of the warrior's ritual vows. The sword is the soul of the warrior. According to nobles, peasants don't have souls—and therefore can't have swords. Most groups in our stratified society twist logic like that to make themselves feel superior.

“This humble peasant accepts the swords and the souls of the Brothers Bear into his service,” Father replied. “His first and only command is that they vow a greater loyalty to the village of their birth. Use the swords with care, my sons, and walk with the Infinite.”

“Thank you, Elder, for entrusting us with this sacred duty.”

Outside the hut, we stopped to examine the weapons. A passing villager saw us. Her face grew cold when she saw our new swords. She was the typical village beauty of the Caven Hills. Disease had pocked her face, sores festered on her arm, her hair was lank and lusterless, and she stank enough to alert game from fifty paces away. Her words were typical too: “Why don't you boys unseat the Emperor and lower taxes, eh?” she said bitterly. “Do something useful with all that learning!”

Smiling at her, I repeated my father's refrain: “Why not?” My brother laughed, and we loped off into the forest to practice with our new swords.

Crazy Bear wasn't my father's given name. He'd earned it. Since before we could remember, Father had given us lessons each day. He'd nurtured our thirst for knowledge and love of learning, fertilizing the rich soil of our minds. Father included such diverse subjects as strategy, reconnaissance, command, swordsmanship, archery, intrigue, and government. If he weren't familiar with a subject or if we'd learned all he knew, Crazy Bear found those who could teach us further. Comfortable in their ignorance, the villagers often asked if he were rearing us to be Emperors. Father always replied, “Why not?”

It was an admirable if impossible dream. As the years of teaching continued, the villagers began to call him Crazy Bear, a name that always brought a smile to his lips. Since we revere the insane as if the Infinite has blessed them, Father could do with this name what a sane man couldn't, a lesson my brother and I remembered well.

We both knew he'd fail in Nest.

The Prefect Scowling Tiger was only a few years older than I. I was sixteen that year, Brazen Bear fifteen. Scowling Tiger had inherited two prefectures upon his father's death the year before. Since he depended on the taxes from his other prefecture, he cared little about the plight of the Caven Hills. To him, our precious land was a pair of words that adorned his name, a title that enhanced his status. He was a blight upon the Caven Hills.

While Father was in Nest, my brother and I discussed what to do about the taxes. Our village would suffer whatever the result of Crazy Bear's petition. We had vowed to protect it, so we devised a plan.

Talking with the elders from a few neighboring villages, we found out when the collectors would make their rounds. After three days in Nest, Father sent us a message on the psychic flow that Scowling Tiger had laughed at his request for reimbursement. The insult was intolerable.

We killed our first tax collector the next day and stole all the money he carried. During the next two days, we killed three more. With the money, we bought swords, spears, electrical shields, bows and arrows. We wasted not a tael.

After we killed the fourth one, the chief collector for the prefecture made three announcements on the psychic flow. First, a detachment of guards would henceforth escort all collectors. Second, the Prefect would pay a hundred taels for the capture of the criminals. Third, the region would repay all stolen taxes by paying a surtax, due immediately. The announcements enraged our fellow peasants.

The few warriors who lived in the Caven Hills were angry as well. A warrior with any face wouldn't live in such a cesspool; those who did had shameful pasts. Being peasants, my brother and I couldn't expect any warrior, regardless of past, to follow our orders. What warrior would serve a peasant? When we told them our plan, though, most joined us immediately. The other warriors died. We couldn't risk their informing the Prefect.

During the next two days, my brother, I and our band of miscreants ambushed three collectors and their escorts. Our spies in Nest had found out the collectors' routes. After they visited several villages, we massacred them before they took the day's collection back to Nest. We then disappeared into the wilderness of the Caven Hills.

Thus began our insurrection.

While criminal activity in the region was no more widespread than elsewhere, our area had the reputation of being the refuse heap of the Empire, a dumping ground for the Empire's human garbage. Hilly and inaccessible, the Caven Hills was haven to fugitives from across the land. Once every ten years or so, the Prefect would ask the Emperor to send in the Armed Forces to scour the place clean of trash, which only scattered it elsewhere. The actual natives—not the Empire's garbage—were reclusive, irrepressible and fiercely independent. They weathered this drizzle of scoundrel and cloudburst of warrior like willows in a storm—they remained when the storm had gone. The inhabitants did what they could to deter the government's scrutiny. They didn't hesitate to bring the career of a particularly reckless reprobate to an early end.

Our miscreants were unusual, having gained the tacit support of the natives.

My brother and I knew that Scowling Tiger would have to act—or he might lose his position. We'd repaid his neglect of the Caven Hills by taking his taxes, but the income was less important than his face.

Now, I'm Guarding Bear—a peasant. Nobles always tell us peasants we don't have face and can't understand face. I know this much about it: Face is sometimes more important than substance. To nobles, anyway.

Scowling Tiger had inherited more than wealth and position: He'd inherited face. Even the Emperor had respected and feared his father Stretching Tiger. For a week, though, the Prefect did nothing to regain his face. He didn't even collect taxes. He did request Smoking Arrow's help. The Emperor sent Scowling Tiger a full battalion of Arrow Warriors.

Not knowing where and when they'd attack, Brazen Bear and I sent envoys to most of the villages and asked them to move temporarily to Bastion Valley. Then, to insure that the battalion attacked where we wanted, we had the location of our camp and a false report on our numbers secretly whispered in the right ears.

The canyon where we camped was a natural bowl, its sides steep, like most the hills in the region, those at the entrance almost vertical. Thick scrub oak and gnarled manzanita covered the hillsides with leaves that will send you sprawling if you don't know how to walk on them. My brother and I planted electrical shields in the trees all around and inside the canyon, turning their ranges to maximum. Under those on the rim, we secreted most of our rebels, so the Imperial sectathons couldn't count how many we were. To catch the scouts sent to inspect the shielded areas visually, we placed snares in all likely approaches, a trick so primitive no one thought we'd use it. In the canyon entrance we assembled a hundred volunteers—the same number of rebels we'd whispered in just the right ears. Their shields flickered on and off as though malfunctioning, betraying their presence. Our strategy was to make the Arrow Warriors think we'd scattered the shields in and around the canyon to make our numbers appear greater than they were, a ruse often used to deceive an enemy. Our deception was we actually did have rebels under those shields.

The Imperial Battalion marched toward the Caven Hills, Howling Tiger in command. The Emperor had allowed the Prefect's younger brother to lead them to save Scowling Tiger's face. They tried to march through the rough terrain in orderly rows and columns, trying to maintain formation in vain.

Watching them, Brazen Bear and I laughed so hard we pissed all over ourselves. Father had taught us to adapt our strategies and tactics to the terrain, and we exploited their failure to adapt.

After they got within ten miles of us, our unshielded sectathons analyzed their composition—the numbers of their swordsmen, archers, spearmen, pyrathons, portathons, thermathons, et cetera. The outlanders didn't turn on their own electrical shields until they came within a mile of the canyon, where they camped. Howling Tiger offered to parlay, but the contingent leader refused, as we'd instructed. Only sixteen, with little patience, Howling Tiger waited only one day before attacking the camp in the defile.

The contingent had ample warning of the attack. In most battles, the attacking force will launch volleys of arrows to soften the defenders. The Arrow Warriors didn't bother. They just charged the contingent, so certain of victory they took few precautions. The contingent resisted as well as they could. The defile protected their flanks and kept the Arrow Warriors from surrounding them.

As the battalion was about to rout them, the rebel contingent retreated into the canyon. Tasting victory already, Howling Tiger ordered his whole force to give chase. Almost a thousand Arrow Warriors, the lust for victory boiling in their veins, surged into the canyon in pursuit of perhaps fifty rebels. They quickly slaughtered so small a force.

After nearly all the Arrow Warriors entered the canyon, I signaled the kinathons on the hilltops overlooking the entrance with a big red flag. The most potent telekinetics I could find in the Caven Hills, the two men pushed tons of earth and rock into the defile to block the only way out. On the same signal, other kinathons hurled boulders and trees into the canyon from under the electrical shields, which stop only psychic energy. I signaled our archers to let fly and sent a rain of arrows into the enemy. Still, I kept our swordsmen back.

The enemy hurled back some projectiles and fired a few arrows. Since they couldn't see or detect us, most of their missiles missed. The scene below was bedlam. From my vantage point, I could see Howling Tiger, his sword in hand and armor glinting in the sun. He looked furious as he tried to organize his warriors, most of whom ran back and forth like trapped rats.

I waited, knowing we needed to kill as many enemy as we could before committing our main force. The deluge of arrows began to slacken. My archers had almost exhausted their quivers. I asked the Infinite to keep the souls of the brave volunteers who'd baited the trap and sacrificed themselves. Smiling, I looked at my brother. Brazen Bear nodded and drew his sword. I gave the signal.

Rebels poured down the canyon sides, five hundred strong, my brother and I leading the way. The maelstrom of psychic energy was terrible.

Mine and my brother's talents worked in ways we'd never imagined. The talent is nearly unique. Even after forty years of watching it work, I still don't know all its tricks. I do know that my talent uses ambient psychic energy to protect me by converting living molecules into stone—usually whoever attacks me.

That day in the canyon, energy swirled around us on all the frequencies. Every time a warrior blasted one of us with talent, we twisted his own energy back on him. We left statues all over that canyon.

That was my first pitched battle, and the Arrow Warriors fought in different ways. Electrical shields being standard issue, every warrior had one. Warriors with weaker talents and talents that can't kill—the communication talents carry too little energy, for instance—wore their shields at their belts and always had them on. Some warriors carried their electrical shields in their hands, switching them on and off as they needed. In doing so they lost the blade they might have had in the hand. Warriors with telekinesis left the shields at their belts, switching them on and off with talent. Of course, some warriors didn't need electrical shields. Their mindshields were strong enough and on frequencies diverse enough that they deflected all psychic assault. Since our talents fed off energy directed at us, my brother and I had no need for electrical shields.

I fought my way toward Howling Tiger, leaving a trail of bodies and statues behind me. Around the commander lay charred peasants he'd burned to death with his talent. While dueling another warrior, I watched him. He fought very well, even with three arrows in the left shoulder between the back and chest plates of his armor. Dispatching the warrior I fought, I charged Howling Tiger. He deftly turned aside my blade and almost hobbled me. We parried and feinted to take each other's measure. His wounds didn't slow him at all. Then a spear caught him in the right thigh. With a scream, he hacked off the shaft, leaving the spear point embedded, then turned back to me. His distraction was so brief I couldn't turn it to my advantage. We circled and parried with blinding-fast strokes. Neither of us found a weakness. I feigned a slip to fool him. As he lunged for me, I cleaved off his left forearm and slashed to press my advantage while blood spurted from the stump. He deftly parried my attack and cauterized the stump with his talent. Stepping into a dead warrior's entrails, I truly slipped. I thought I was dead. Howling Tiger raised his sword for the killing blow but at that moment burned me with his pyrokinesis. My talent saved me again, turning Howling Tiger into a statue.

Muttering brief thanks to the Infinite, I turned to engage another warrior. The battle continued to rage for another hour. As our rebels crushed the last pockets of resistance, I saw my brother.

Looking insane, he cut through the remaining Arrow Warriors as if harvesting grain. Charging a warrior, he defeated him, then methodically hacked apart the body until it was beyond recognition. Brazen Bear looked possessed. Usually, I knew what he was thinking and feeling, our sibling empathy-link stronger than most brothers had. He had shut his mind with shields like steel doors. I watched as he finished with one warrior and looked around, not seeing me beside him. After he obliterated another and searched for the next, I planted myself in front of him. He'd have skewered me if I hadn't kicked the sword from his hand and slapped him.

Waking up, he didn't say anything. Retrieving his sword, he gestured me to follow. He looked enraged about something but wouldn't or couldn't tell me.

Brazen Bear led me to Father's body. Somehow, Father had found his way to the battlefield and tried to help. He didn't know how to wield a sword, having only watched while others had taught us. Brazen Bear told me later he'd tried to protect Father in the midst of battle but could only watch helplessly as a seasoned Arrow Warrior cut him in half. The price of victory, the Infinite's way of balancing the scales. I've never won a duel, battle, or war without paying for what I won.

We assigned one detail to search the bodies for possessions, weapons, shields and armor, a second to count and sort them, and a third detail to bury them. Making a litter, Brazen Bear and I dispatched ten men to follow us and collect wood along the way. We carried Father back to the village of our youth. Placing the bier upon the hovel in which we'd lived, we piled wood inside and set fire to our past. Silently, we watched the flames consume all we'd known. We both wept.

Later, as we approached Bastion Valley, revelry drifted to us on the psychic flow. Who could blame the natives? Suddenly, they had their dignity back. Celebrating was far from our minds. I sighed and said, “Father always told us that a leader has to do what's better for the group.”

“He'd have wanted us to celebrate the end of his suffering,” Brazen Bear replied. We entered Bastion Valley. I gestured my brother to follow me up to a promontory, where we held our swords above our heads and faced the throng below. Cheering erupted as the crowd recognized us. Soon the tumult died, and my brother and I lowered our swords.

“We've won this battle,” I said, projecting my resonant voice over the crowd, “but the war continues. We inflicted losses three to one and left not a single Arrow Warrior alive.” A roar went up. “We'll fight other battles, and some we may lose. We must never lose sight of the reason we fight!” Cheers greeted this statement and slowly dissipated. “Today we suffered an irreplaceable loss. My father, the village elder Crazy Bear, died in battle. He fought all his life for what he believed, and so he died—fighting for his beliefs! Let us celebrate as much for our victory as for him who dedicated his life to the Caven Hills!”

A resounding cheer rose from the valley. Into the clamor we descended.







Chapter 2

To design a courier implant, you must remember how complex every implant is. Your implant must, first, render a courier unconscious when recording and relaying the message to and from the subconscious mind; second, it must check the face and psychic signature of the recipient; third, it must trigger the message to come forth only after the recipient recites the proper code; fourth, it must erase the message after recital; fifth, it must detect when someone probes the courier's mind and, in that event, erase the message. All these steps insure that no one can intercept, decipher or alter the information, not even another psychological Wizard.—Implants and Their Uses, an instruction manual.

* * *

Guarding Bear sighed and looked at his guest. “Thank you for listening to my story. I appreciate your letting me chew on your ear. Did I mangle it—or bore you to sleep?” The retired General chuckled, sighed again and closed his eyes.

The guest's expression didn't change.

“Incurable!” He pounded the desk with his fist.

The guest didn't flinch at the sudden outburst.

Guarding Bear scrubbed his face with calloused palms. “You know why I told you that story, don't you? My daughter's sick, and I don't know what to do. Stories bring me calm when nothing else will. Why am I so upset?

“I'm Guarding Bear!” he protested, as though that meant something.

“For twenty-nine years, I've been the Peasant Upstart Usurper. The people revere me as the greatest general of all time, and I'm wealthier than the Emperor Flying Arrow.” Sighing, he looked across the desk. “And I don't know what to do.”

The guest regarded him impassively.

“You're right. I do know what to do. I'm sorry I lied to you, my friend. You're the one person I should never lie to. I'll have to ask Soothing Spirit for help. The most talented medacor in the Eastern Empire won't fail to cure her, but to get the Imperial Medacor's help, I'll have to ask him!” Guarding Bear jerked a thumb over his shoulder.

Beyond the window, a warm afternoon sun lit Emparia Castle, the home of Flying Arrow. From the top of Emparia Castle protruded a spire, an erect pinnacle of stone thrusting toward the sky. At the peak of the spire was a small platform, the only part of the entire castle not protected by electrical shielding. From this platform the Emperor often disseminated his opinion or exerted his dominion. The circuits of the Imperial Sword enabled Flying Arrow to reach the far corners of the Empire with even his meager talents.

The guest remained silent.

“What's so bad about that?” Guarding Bear smirked nonchalantly. “Nothing at all,” he said calmly. “I'm not afraid of him! I'm not!” He smashed his fist into the desk again. “Infinite blast it, I'm a peasant! I'm no stinking noble! I don't care about face! I don't want my nose the right shade of brown!”

The figure across from him didn't respond.

“I'm lying again, eh? I am afraid of him.” Guarding Bear sighed and ran his hands through his hair. “Look at me. I'm forty-five years old, but this weathered leather says otherwise, eh?” He pointed at his face. “I know. It's my nose—practically a shapeless blob. See this livid welt?” He rubbed the scar on the bridge. “That's where an Emperor's blade almost removed the top of my head. The years haven't been kind to my face. And look at these unruly tresses.” He pulled on a lock of black, shoulder-length hair, his temples gray. “So curly and tousled I can't even comb it. My hair's always a rat's nest. I'm not famous for my meticulous grooming or pretty face. Thank the Infinite, a man with my influence doesn't need fair looks.”

Guarding Bear sighed and continued. “Appearance? Influence? What good are they if they won't heal my daughter? She's such a cute baby, turquoise hair, nine months old, a lovely child.” His voice became thick and full. “But ill, terribly ill. Six medacors couldn't tell me what's wrong with her. She's so sick that I'm sick with worry.

“Infinite blast it,” Guarding Bear muttered. “I shouldn't have retired eighteen months ago. Flying Arrow wanted me to scour the mountains clear of bandits. I retired rather than fight another senseless war. The Emperor was so furious that he'd have executed me if his aunt and I weren't mates, eh? He's still angry with me, and now I need his help.”

Guarding Bear swiveled slowly in his chair. “Look at that pile of rubble. They worshipped me there. 'Commanding General of the Eastern Armed Forces,' they called me. Only a noble would need a title that long. Now, after thirty years without a defeat, I'm only the Prefect of the Caven Hills, a title much too long for a peasant like me.”

Guarding Bear grinned. “Of course, I've neither won nor lost the struggle for control of the Empire. Flying Arrow and I are still vying for control, our battle unfinished.”

The guest didn't lift an eyebrow.

“I tell you right now, my friend, I know I'll win. Oh, I won't sit on the throne, but my sons or grandsons will—and you know why, don't you? Everyone knows that malicious little secret, eh? Ten consorts have come and gone without issue. Flying Arrow has an empty quiver,” Guarding Bear whispered, as though divulging a secret.

The guest didn't reply.

Guarding Bear smiled. “You knew that, eh? How couldn't you know? You haven't lived in a cave for all fifteen years of his rule. I don't have to do anything, my friend, and the Arrow Dynasty falls. I learned as a young man never to lose patience. One of my sons or grandsons will be the next Emperor—if I have the patience to wait.”

The guest appeared to watch him.

Guarding Bear frowned across the desk. “I've had a rough, exciting life. In my rise to power and fame, I've lost more than I want to remember. What hurt most was my brother's execution—his death nearly destroyed my sanity. My ancient enemy Scowling Tiger contrived it all, and I'll never forgive him. Never!

“For twenty-nine years, I've scratched and clawed for power and influence in a society that flattens Peasant Upstart Usurpers such as me. I'm nothing if not resilient: In a span of five years, I lost my brother, defeated the Northern Empire, and drove my brother's betrayer from the Empire in the civil war. If I can do all that, Infinite help those who oppose me.”

Guarding Bear frowned. “I'm not happy I did all that. The skulls I've left behind are a crushing weight on my shoulders. Even so, I've grown weary of retirement. The rigors of battle and travel exhilarate me, but the killing…” He shook his head and whispered, “Infinite forgive me the killing.”

Looking toward Emparia Castle again, Guarding Bear found that his fear of Flying Arrow no longer stopped him. “My daughter's illness disturbs me deeply, my friend, but it's an annoyance in light of what I've endured. There, within Emparia Castle, is the man who can cure my daughter. There, I'll go.

“Thank you for listening. No man can have as good a friend as you.”

Guarding Bear stepped around the desk, as if to help his guest to the door. Instead, he planted himself behind the figure, put his hands on the shoulders, and looked toward the castle. “Again, my friend, thank you.” Slapping the unyielding shoulder, Guarding Bear turned and left the office.

The guest continued to stare out the window, the posture rigid, the expression hard and unforgiving, the eyes looking stonily forward. Carved from a large chunk of obsidian, the bust on the desk depicted the retired General Guarding Bear.

* * *

Determination and anxiety at war within him, Guarding Bear strode the corridor to a stairwell. Having to ask for Flying Arrow's help churned his bowels but blunted his resolve not at all. Descending, he made his way toward the nursery, where his mate stood over their daughter.

Bubbling Water hadn't slept in four days, refusing to surrender the infant's care to anyone, even for a few hours. Dark rings circled her eyes. Her blue-black hair hung lank.

With a glance, Guarding Bear asked the only question unanswered between them—whether their daughter was better.

Her eyes hollow, Bubbling Water shook her head. “I don't understand why the medacors couldn't even tell us what's wrong with her.”

Equally puzzled, Guarding Bear linked minds with the girl.

Rippling Water was miserable.

He withdrew behind his mindshields. Throughout the four-day vigil, they'd always spoken as if she'd live, neither parent wanting to consider her death. “One medacor won't fail to save her,” he said.

“The Emperor's still angry at you, even after eighteen months.” Bubbling Water sighed. “There'll be the Infinite to pay for Soothing Spirit's help.”

“I'll pay it.”

Looking at him, she smiled. “My Lord, my love, I pray the price isn't your life.”

“I, too, My Lady, my love,” Guarding Bear replied, “but better I die so she might live, eh?”

Bubbling Water nodded. “It's more than her life for yours, but we lose nothing by asking.”

Guarding Bear closed his eyes, thinking of all the people who depended on him. After a brief, silent prayer, he summoned a servant; one appeared quickly. “Take the following message to the Lord Emperor Arrow: Greetings, Lord Emperor Nephew. Your cousin Rippling Water is very sick and needs to see the Imperial Medacor. I beseech you to hasten your reply. Your servant, the Lord Guarding Bear. Take the message to the castle immediately.”

“Yes, Lord.” The servant bowed and left.

“Perhaps I should have added the obligatory flattery,” he said.

“Our daughter's health is more important than the Emperor's vanity.” She frowned and whispered, “Now we're committed.”

Guarding Bear looked at Bubbling Water, his mate of twenty-eight years, thinking: We're two against the terrible. She disobeyed her sister, the Matriarch and Empress, to mate me. After Steaming Water had died in childbirth, Bubbling Water had become Matriarch and reared her sister's boy as though her own. Having reared Flying Arrow, Bubbling Water fears the Emperor little, but like me, she can't avoid running afoul of him.

No one in her position could. Under her was the Water Matriarchy, the most fruitful in all four Empires. All women belonged to one matriarchy or another. Boundaries between prefectures or Empires didn't limit them; neither did political, social or ethnic divisions. Only gender restricted membership. Collectively, the matriarchies influenced the course of the Empire, and the largest of them, the Water Matriarchy, often opposed Flying Arrow.

Guarding Bear embraced his mate, emitting reassurance, grateful for her. He heard her sigh, and knew she loved him. With the edge of his mind, he felt her touch their daughter with a tendril of talent.

“Her fever's gone up two tenths of a degree,” Bubbling Water said. “Servant!” Instantly, one appeared. “Ice water in a tub! I'll have to bathe her again.”

Bubbling Water lifted her hands, palms up. The child rose from the crib, and the diaper unwrapped itself. The servant returned with the tub, and Bubbling Water immersed the child with only her face was above water. Bubbling Water shot him a glance.

Meeting her worried gaze, Guarding Bear smiled with a reassurance he didn't feel. Leaving the room, he snorted the stench of sickness from his nostrils.

Back in his office, standing at the window-wall, Guarding Bear looked toward the castle, hating the sight of it and what it represented. Guarding Bear was Flying Arrow's closest male relative and the next Emperor should Flying Arrow die without an heir. Everyone knew he shot pointless arrows.

Guarding Bear saw motion atop the castle spire.

A surge of energy engulfed him, masking all his other senses. Flying Arrow's psychic signature tainted the energy. The insignia of seven arrows filled Guarding Bear's sight, the beam so narrow only he received the message.

“Lord General Guarding Bear,” rang the Emperor's voice, “You, your mate and daughter will attend upon the omniscient Lord Emperor Flying Arrow, seventh of his Imperial lineage. At sunset, in the eastern hall. And be less neglectful of my cousin's health.”

As quickly as it'd come, the energy receded, leaving the General in a sweat. Flying Arrow had summoned Guarding Bear with the Imperial Sword through the electrical shields surrounding the Bear Family residence. All Eastern Empire shields recognized the Imperial Sword's signature and disabled themselves. And no human shield could withstand the Imperial Sword's emissions, the Sword being the figurative and literal source of the Emperor's authority.

A guard burst in. “Lord General, the house shields fell for a moment!”

“The Lord Emperor has summoned me.” Guarding Bear probed and found the shields back in place. “Stand down all alerted forces. Code: Headless arrow. Arrange an escort for the Lady and my daughter. They'll leave immediately. I'll follow soon with a pair of guards.”

“Yes, Lord General.” The guard expelled a breath and wiped his forehead. “By the way, there's a messenger here to see you.”

“Leave him in the corridor,” Guarding Bear said, modulating his voice.

“Yes, Lord General.” The guard bowed and left the room.

Guarding Bear wiped the sweat off his face, calming himself.

Falling shields was usually the first sign of attack. A network of warriors went on alert, their orders to mobilize five minutes after shield failure unless countermanded. While no one but an Emperor could breach an electrical shield from the outside, treachery or sabotage might bring down the shields from the inside. The order to stand down would now spread to warriors secreted throughout Emparia City.

The summons had come quickly after he'd dispatched the messenger. Guarding Bear didn't wonder why. The imperial minions who always watched his house had intercepted the messenger soon after he left. As the most immediate threat to Arrow Sovereignty, Guarding Bear could hardly urinate without the Emperor's knowing.

“Why summon me with the Imperial Sword instead of a messenger?” the General asked the bust on the desk. “Why give such priority to a simple summons?” Guarding Bear knew better than to think that the Emperor honored him. The summons was Flying Arrow's move in their perpetual chess match. The move too quickly made, the Emperor had betrayed his premeditation. “He knew what I'd do,” Guarding Bear said, alarmed. “He expected me to ask for his help.”

With Rippling Water's illness so mysterious, and Flying Arrow's summons so eager, Guarding Bear knew his daughter had become a pawn in the struggle between them. He felt furious that the Emperor already stood poised to capture her, wanting to shield her from the hazards of the game.

Guarding Bear gestured the messenger to enter, then retreated to his desk.

The travel-worn man made his obeisance.

“How did you get in, Lord Mouse?” Guarding Bear amused himself by calling the couriers various rodent names, not wanting to know their real names.

“The safehouse three streets up, Lord General,” the courier said, “from there into the sewer to here. No one stopped me and I doubt anyone saw me.”

Guarding Bear nodded, disliking the squint-eyed man. “You're carrying secured information?”

“Yes, Lord General,” the courier replied.

Guarding Bear nodded and said, “Broken arrow.”

The courier's face went slack for a moment, then assumed some of the sender's characteristics. In the northern border dialect, he said, “Infinite be with you, Lord General. The Emperor Snarling Jaguar was seen traveling eastward through the northern foothills of the Windy Mountains with forty warriors and a shielded, curtained palanquin containing a tiger cub. The Emperor acted more concerned with protecting the tiger than his own person. Later, this same procession headed west with the Emperor's brother, the bandit Leaping Elk. A third contact later saw Scowling Tiger traveling east with, I presume, the same tiger cub. Suggest it might be a menagerie animal, but can't confirm. All agents legitimate. Burrow Coordinator awaiting instructions, Lord.”

Guarding Bear kept his face bland as the courier stirred. “Thank you, Lord Mouse. Return message. Code: Bandit scum.” He waited for the courier's face to go slack again, then recited the message: “Jungle cat message received. Excellent synthesis. Continue to watch Snarling Jaguar. Don't interfere. Assume that the animal is from the menagerie and find out why he gave one to that despicable bandit. Report as needed, Burrow Coordinator. Well done. End message.”

A city near the Empire's northern border, Burrow was a mere twenty miles south of the fortress where the bandit Scowling Tiger lurked, waiting for Flying Arrow or Guarding Bear to make a fatal slip. Why would Snarling Jaguar give my ancient enemy such a valuable animal? Guarding Bear wondered. Selectively bred for ten generations, the Imperial Jaguar Menagerie animals were like the Swords. With their talents a man might usurp an Empire, as Snarling Jaguar's grandfather had.

Regaining consciousness, the courier rubbed his cheeks as though waking from a nap.

“Follow me, Lord Mouse. You'll change into uniform and accompany me partway to the castle. Another will replace you along the way, and then you'll return to your post. Munificently remunerated, of course.”

“Eh, Lord General?”

“Paid well, Lord Mouse.” Guarding Bear led the way to the in-house barracks, three floors down. Greeting the quartermaster, he ordered a quick bath and change of clothes for the courier.

The Captain of his guard, Silent Whisper, approached. “Lord General, the Lady Matriarch is ready to leave, and all units responded to the countermand.”

“Good, Lord Captain. Escort the Lady to the castle yourself and 'casually' meet me on the way back, eh?”

“Yes, Lord General. We'll leave immediately.” Frowning, Silent Whisper thumbed the hilt of his sword, as if eager to use it. “Uh, I, uh, didn't like what I saw, Lord.”

“What did you see?” This is my new Captain, Guarding Bear reminded himself, knowing the man unaccustomed to his style of command. “Please speak your mind freely, Lord Captain.” I'll have to turn him over to my mate, Guarding Bear thought. Her hand is much more sure and gentle. I don't have the patience to train another Captain of my personal guard. Too many have died fending off assassins.

“I saw responses to the alert from places I shouldn't have, Lord.”

“Such as Imperial counter-insurgency forces?”

“Possibly, Lord General,” Silent Whisper said.

“Thank you for telling me, Lord Captain. I'll look into it when I get back.” Guarding Bear knew he needed to refurbish the shield-alert system. Forefront in his thoughts, however, was the courier's information. Now he knew that the price of his daughter's life wouldn't be his own. The information would buy her cure, Snarling Jaguar due to arrive in two days to settle a border dispute with Flying Arrow.







Chapter 3

Like fingerprints and voices, every psychic signature is different. Everyone emits energy along a combination of frequencies. The relative strengths of these frequencies affect the psychic flow in a unique way. Furthermore, signatures often contain personal information. Commonly encoded are name, age, rank, talent, and occupation, depending on how important that information is. Since a signature is the first impression others receive, a person usually defines its content carefully. Nobles, for instance, often incorporate their insignias. Also, the military implants rank in warriors' signatures to prevent the need for visual emblems of rank and to prevent warriors from assuming fictitious ranks.—Mind Print: The Psychic Signature.

* * *

Her daughter in her arms, Bubbling Water squinted as she stepped from the house. The bright world glared with sharp edges, her eyes dull from her four-day vigil.

As one, the twenty-warrior detachment bowed to her. The Captain Silent Whisper asked, “Would the Lady Matriarch like a palanquin?”

Nodding to acknowledge their obeisances, Bubbling Water switched on the electrical shield at her waist. “No, thank you, Lord Captain. I'll walk.” Her muscles stiff from inactivity, she strode toward the gate.

Fifteen warriors rushed to precede her. One held open the gate. The others fanned out on the street to secure it.

We look like an attack force, she thought, frowning. Breathing the outdoor scents deeply, she turned north along the peaceful street, the houses few, the gardens large.

“Shall I clear the hedges of the Lord Emperor's minions, Lady?” Silent Whisper asked quietly, striding a pace ahead and to one side of her.

“No, Lord Captain, they'll only return later.”

“I was asking whether to, uh, kill them.”

“Absolutely not, Lord Captain. They're citizens first and the Emperor's minions second.” Smiling, Bubbling Water looked at the hedge to their right. “Lord Breeze, congratulations on your son's birth.”

“Thank you, Lady Matriarch,” said a voice from the hedge. “Infinite bless you.”

Silent Whisper laughed, shaking his head. “How can you be so charitable, Lady?”

She smiled, remembering what she knew about him. Silent Whisper was new in their service, an efficient man if reports were accurate. The mayor of Nest, a city on the western edge of the Caven Hills, had recommended Silent Whisper after the previous Captain had died thwarting an assassin. “Welcome to the Bear Family, Lord Captain,” Bubbling Water said. “We're honored to have your service. Tell me about yourself.”

“Thank you, Lady. It is an honor to be of service. What is there to tell?”

“I've read your file, Lord, but I'd like to hear you tell it.” Bubbling Water encouraged him more for the distraction than to be kind. In her arms, the girl stirred. Setting up a link with the infant, Bubbling Water comforted her, Rippling Water miserable with fever.

* * *

“You're very kind to this humble warrior, Lady.” Silent Whisper signaled to the fifteen warriors preceding them. Five split off at the intersection ahead to cover the street to the east while the other ten went west. Five warriors remained behind the pair as they turned onto a wider street. The late-afternoon sun crowned the castle a mile ahead.

“I'm a native of Nest,” Silent Whisper said. “I've served the Lord General Bear for fifteen years, like my father before me. I was too young to fight when the Lord General conquered the Northern Empire. A few years later, when the Lord Emperor declared Scowling Tiger a traitor, I was just old enough to help the Lord General Bear expel him from the Empire. My cousins fought on the Traitor's side. During the war, I dueled and defeated one of them.” I've told her most of the truth, haven't I? Silent Whisper thought, keeping his mind carefully shielded. Twenty years ago, Scowling Tiger had asked Silent Whisper's father to have his brother in Nest adopt him. At ten years old Silent Whisper had become, and still was, Scowling Tiger's spy. “Those were glorious times, eh?” He wondered when Scowling Tiger would order him to assassinate the Peasant Upstart Usurper.

“I don't agree. I thought they were terrible,” Bubbling Water said. “Please go on, Lord Captain.”

“Yes, Lady.” He glanced over his shoulder at her, wondering if he'd offended her. She doesn't look offended, he thought. “After the civil war I served a stint at Burrow, then returned to Nest to serve in the city militia.” Silent Whisper watched each passerby as he or she bowed to the Matriarch Water. He saw in one that slight alteration of signature that Guarding Bear had told him to look for. “Another of the Lord Emperor's spies,” he murmured. “Cunning of the Lord General to alter their minds like that, Lady Matriarch. I'd have simply killed them.”

“They're citizens first, Lord Captain. Unfortunately, we haven't had a Wizard on retainer for over a year. Who the new spies are, we don't know.”

Silent Whisper nodded, remembering when the military had implanted his rank into his signature. Guarding Bear's changes to the spies' signatures was similar, but so subtle the Emperor never noticed. The Captain glanced back at Bubbling Water. “Are you all right, Lady?”

Her eyes looked wild and bewildered, and her forehead was shiny with sweat. “I want to stop at the potter's stall, Lord Captain.” Bubbling Water gestured toward the side street ahead.

“Eh? Your daughter's sick, the Lord Emperor has summoned you, and you want to stop at the potter's stall?”

“Please do as I say, Lord Captain.” She was looking past him, to the side street.

“Yes, Lady Matriarch.” Sucking his teeth, Silent Whisper sent ten warriors down the street, and then looked at her. “You look faint, Lady. Please, allow me to get you a palanquin.”

“I'm all right, Lord Captain. Thank you for your concern.”

* * *

The potter's stall was one among many, the street crowded with vendors and customers. Bubbling Water quartered the street with her eyes, wondering why a vision had told her to come here. The warriors dispersed the people gathered at the stall. The potter frowned at them until she saw the Matriarch. Bubbling Water's purchase of anyone's wares always brought the vendor ample profit. Customers would besiege the stall after the Matriarch had left.

“Infinite be with you, Lady Matriarch Water.” The potter bowed deeply from behind a low table. Displayed on the table were several sets of red ceramic dishes. Behind the table was a chair, a bucket of glaze, and two barrels of clay. The larger barrel of common red clay was half-empty, the smaller barrel still sealed. “An honor to see you again, Lady, and more than an honor to serve you.”

“Honor enough to get a set of plates for a reasonable price, Potter?”

A noble rarely addressed an inferior by the full name, usually using surname, rank or occupation. Only hereditary nobles, warriors and psychic Wizards merited the titles “Lord” or “Lady.”

“For you, Lady Matriarch, my prices are always low.”

“Since you'll double them after I've left, Potter, they should be.”

“What is price to the Lady Matriarch Water? She wants quality. Please, allow me to make you a set of porcelain plates much better than the poor wares on display. For you, I'll make the finest I've ever produced.”

“That's what you said the last time I was here.” Bubbling Water tried not to grin, enjoying the banter. To take the sting from the insult, she added, “The porcelain bowls you made me are the finest I've ever had, Potter. All my guests ask where I got them.”

“You're too kind, Lady. Shall I make a set for you? In five minutes, I'll make you the best plates outside Emparia Castle.”

“Thank you, Potter, yes. Twenty will be adequate.” Why did the vision tell me to come here? Bubbling Water wondered. This potter is only a lowly artisan.

Bowing, the potter opened the smaller sealed barrel and stepped back. She brought her empty hands together as if digging up a lump. From the barrel rose a cylinder of grayish-white clay. She motioned with her hands as if turning something between them. The cylinder began to spin, then split into twenty equal chunks. Her hands horizontal, the potter brought them slowly together. Each spinning chunk flattened and grew a lip around the edge. She spread her hands toward the column, palms out. Steam billowed from it. “What color glaze would the Lady Matriarch prefer?”

“A clear glaze please, Potter.”

“As the Lady wishes,” the potter said. “You'll have a glazier paint a pattern on the rim, Lady?” Getting no response, the potter motioned again. The spinning stack of fine porcelain plates glowed with heat, firing the clay. Then the potter gestured, and the plates stacked themselves on the table. Bubbling Water wondered if motions such as hers were vestigial from when humans didn't have psychic talents.

“They'll take a moment to cool, Lady Matriarch.”

Bubbling Water felt the heat radiating from them. “Thank you, Potter. How much please?”

“Two taels please.”

“Usurious!” she said instantly, knowing the price reasonable. She shut off the electrical shield to bargain telepathically. A moment later they settled on a price. She dug money from the purse at her sash. “I expect you'll deliver the merchandise to the Bear residence this evening?”

“Of course, Lady Matriarch. I'll happily do so myself.” The potter bowed.

“Thank you, Potter. That's very kind.” Why the Infinite did the vision say to stop here? Bubbling Water wondered again. Nodding to acknowledge the obeisance, she activated her electrical shield, then turned to go.

Standing beside her was a blond-haired boy, who smiled up at her. “I can cure your daughter, Lady.”

“Begone, peasant!” Silent Whisper grabbed the boy to throw him into the street, away from the Matriarch.

“Wait,” she said.

Silent Whisper looked at her, his eyebrows high on his forehead. “Forgive me for not stopping him, Lady. I didn't realize he was so close.” Suddenly a livid rash appeared on his arm. He scratched it vigorously. Then he sneezed, sneezed, sneezed again. Turning green, he swallowed, as if about to vomit. “I don't feel well,” he said, looking faint, turning red and sweating profusely.

“Let go of me and you'll feel better,” the boy said, his bright blue eyes full of mischief.

Silent Whisper let go and his symptoms disappeared.

“You're a medacor?” Bubbling Water asked in disbelief. The boy within shield range, she saw how his signature glowed with talent. “Here.” Kneeling, she held out her daughter. He is the reason my vision told me to stop at the potter's stall.

Smiling, the boy placed his hands on Rippling Water's head. His hands were huge. “There, Lady Water. She's all right now,” he said.

The peripheral energy blew through her. What a talent he has! Bubbling Water thought, linking minds with her daughter to check her symptoms.

Rippling Water looked perfectly healthy.

“You're very good. What's your name?” She didn't see his name in his signature, which she thought odd.

“I'm Healing Hand.” He touched her wrist.

“Thank you, Hand.” A warmth like the rays of the sun coursed through her. The fatigue of her four-day vigil fled like autumn leaves from wind whipped tree. Bubbling Water felt better than she had in years. “Infinite bless you, Hand!”

With his touch however, he'd told her Rippling Water's illness was poison-induced. “Listen, Hand, see that street?” She pointed to the main avenue from which she'd come. “When Guarding Bear comes along that street, tell him you cured her the same way you told me. Would you do that?”

Healing Hand nodded, looking sad. “Why would anyone do that to her?”

“I don't know, but Infinite bless you, Healing Hand. Thank you. Thank you very much. I need to go now. Remember to tell him, eh?”

“I will, Lady. Infinite be with you.”

“And with you.” Smiling at him, Bubbling Water rose and gestured Silent Whisper follow. Walking toward the main avenue, she felt immensely relieved that Healing Hand had cured her daughter. She hoped he'd do as she asked. He could consult the psychic flow to find out what Guarding Bear looked like, if he didn't already know. The scarred nose on the handsome face was famous.

“Forgive me, Lady Matriarch,” Silent Whisper said. “The boy sneaked past me. I didn't even see him. I'm sorry I let him get so close.”

“I don't doubt your vigilance, Lord Captain. The boy's very talented. He meant for you not to see him.”

“Do you think so, Lady?” Silent Whisper scratched his head, looked at the hand he'd used, and then glanced back.

Grinning at him, Healing Hand disappeared into crowd.

“The little imp cured her, eh?” Silent Whisper muttered, shaking his head. “After six medacors failed?”

She nodded as the group turned the corner.

Emparia Castle eclipsed the afternoon sun.

Shivering in its shadow, Bubbling Water wondered who had poisoned her daughter.







Chapter 4

In addition to a primary talent, everyone has several secondary talents. How many of you here give yourselves baths with your trace chemathonics? How many wash your dishes without getting your hands wet? How many are recording my lecture in memory you've set aside by rearranging a few neurons and increasing the adrenalin in your hippocampus? My point is that we all use our trace talents without a thought for how we'd otherwise live. Now, I want you to imagine life without them. What would that be like?—From an anthropology symposium entitled, “Without Talent: Prehistoric Man.”

* * *

Seething, Guarding Bear turned onto the main avenue and looked toward Emparia Castle, squinting into the half-eclipsed sun.

His bowels ground and heaved.

Why am I so afraid? he wondered. Flying Arrow's an empty sack of wind compared to his father! I'm afraid because Flying Arrow thinks war solves everything. Smoking Arrow knew when to make war, when to make peace.

* * *

During the heady days after the rebels' massacre of the Imperial Battalion, the Brothers Bear received oaths of fealty from the village elders of the Caven Hills, asked for commitments of personnel and other resources, and organized delegations for visits to villages beyond the area. As a result of their victory, their face among their fellow Caven Hills natives had grown.

Face they'd gained by besmirching Smoking Arrow's, who'd have to retaliate against them to regain his face.

Instead of retaliating, the Emperor sent an unlikely agent.

Their spy network reported that a delegation from Emparia City had arrived in Nest. The delegation traveled under the Imperial insignia, a blue and white quiver of six arrows. The Imperial emissary, Aged Oak, executed the chief tax collector, assumed the position, and through intermediaries requested an audience with the Brothers Bear.

Quickly, they sent an envoy to Nest to negotiate a meeting place and time. Designing their own banner, they commissioned uniforms for themselves and a hand-picked detachment of warriors. After their intermediary arranged a time and location, the Brothers Bear placed two low platforms twenty paces apart in the middle of the selected meadow and secreted warriors around it.

As the Imperial delegation approached its assigned platform, the soldiers broke formation to encircle it. Their swords loose in their hands and their electrical shields activated, they expected treachery. The peasant-rebels hidden around the meadow were the knife poised to strike that everyone saw and knew of but no one acknowledged or mentioned.

Aged Oak checked the surroundings. Looking satisfied, he ordered a subordinate to plant the Imperial insignia and stepped forward to settle himself on the dais. “Sit!” Aged Oak barked. The warriors at his command lowered themselves to their haunches. Only then did he look toward the Brothers Bear.

On his own dais sat Guarding Bear, a green bear claw on a gold field fluttering above him in the breeze. Brazen Bear slouched against the side of the foot-high dais, picking at his teeth with a twig. Across their laps lay their swords.

Aged Oak scowled at them, making no obeisance.

How arrogant! Guarding Bear thought, staring back.

Obviously, neither would bow first.

Brazen Bear spat out the twig.

An Arrow Warrior rose. “Lower yourselves to the ambassador of the Lord Emperor Smoking Arrow!”

Guessing that Aged Oak had ordered the warrior what to say and do, Guarding Bear didn't avert his gaze.

Neither did Aged Oak, a small man with silver hair and a wrinkled face.

He looks like a monkey, Guarding Bear thought. The other man's skin lacked the dry, parchment-like texture of the very old.

The warrior stepped forward. “Rebel scum! Put your faces in the dirt or I'll do it for you!” Seeing that neither brother even looked at him, he strode toward them. As he crossed the halfway point between the daises, an arrow impaled him in the temple, killing him instantly.

Guarding Bear smiled at the wrinkled emissary.

Several warriors rose to aid their fellow but settled back to their haunches at a bark from Aged Oak. “We seem unable to haul up the anchor,” the wrinkled man said. “I'm Aged Oak, here at the behest of the Lord Emperor Smoking Arrow, sixth of his lineage.”

“I'm Guarding Bear, Overlord of the Caven Hills, first of mine.” 'Anchor'? he wondered.

Then, as if on a signal, both men bowed to the same depth for the same duration. For either to bow lower or longer would admit inferiority.

“Overlord, eh?” Aged Oak said, laughing. “Who's your crewmate?”

'Crewmate'? Guarding Bear wondered, unoffended, seeking the key to this man. “A simple peasant who took the heads of forty Imperial warriors in a single day, Lord Oak. Abase yourself to his eminence, Brazen Bear.”

Grinning, his brother stood and bowed, then sank to the ground and found another twig.

“A pity he didn't test his hooks against fish more difficult to catch, eh? If only recruits are available, Bear, you send recruits.”

“Since when are recruits in their thirties, Lord Oak? They weren't recruits,” Guarding Bear said, sneering. 'He talks like that fisherman from Cove who stayed at our village last year,' Guarding Bear told his brother with talent. The Arrow Warriors, shielded, couldn't intercept the telepathy.

“Someone's fed me a red herring,” Aged Oak said.

'If he's from Cove, how loyal to Smoking Arrow is he?' Brazen Bear asked.

'Indeed,' Guarding Bear replied. “What else did the Emperor lie to you about?”

“What did you do, Bear, with the money you pirated from the Lord Emperor's tax collectors?”

“Tax collectors? I've seen no tax collectors, Lord Oak.” 'Why did the Emperor send a muckraking clam-digger from that backwater?' he asked.

'Perhaps no one else would muddy their hands,' Brazen Bear sent, 'or perhaps he's the son of Towering Oak, the Commanding General.'

“You can't fool this old salt, Bear! You're Overlord of the Caven Hills and responsible when your sailors mutiny. Who killed the tax collectors?”

“Infinite knows, Lord Oak. I find it odd that taxes concern the Emperor more than lost lives. Besides, do you know how stubborn these people are? I consider myself fortunate, Lord Oak, if they feed me.”

“You call yourself their Overlord?”

“No, Lord Oak, you misunderstand,” Guarding Bear said. “That's what they call me. I occupy this position at their bidding. I govern with the consensus of the governed, as all leaders should. If I conspire with people they don't like, they'll have my head off my shoulders.”

“Then let me talk to whoever's in charge!”

“The peasants have appointed me to that position, Lord Oak. I thought that was clear.”

“I had no idea this was such a scurvy, ill-mannered crew!”

“Even in our ignorance, Lord Oak, we know when taxes are too high.”

“Ah, yes—taxes. When will you deliver the forty-five clams per family, Lord Overlord?” Aged Oak disparaged the title with his emphasis.

'Is that the key to unlock this man?' Guarding Bear asked his brother.

'He doesn't care how much he collects,' Brazen Bear replied. 'He wants to end the mutiny, throw a sop to Imperial sharks and dig up a few clams.' The flame-haired Bear chuckled mentally.

The tousle-haired Bear shrugged at Aged Oak. “Since few families in the area earn more than fifty taels per year, the Emperor will get only twenty. You can inform him—”

“I'll inform the Lord Emperor of nothing!” Aged Oak spat. “The tax is forty-five clams, and forty-five is what he'll get!”

Guarding Bear leaned forward. “Listen, Lord Oak, for every warrior of mine who died, your precious Emperor lost three. If he wants more rebellion, I'll happily oblige. If he wants reasonable and orderly tax collection, I can arrange that too. Twenty, Lord Oak—not a tael more.”

“You can't possibly get away with this!”

“Consider what'll happen if no one brings the rebels to justice. The whole Empire knows about the insurrection and is laughing at Smoking Arrow. His loss of face is so great he might have to fight off the armies of the south, west and north. Everyone in all four Empires already thinks him weak. Twenty, Lord Oak, and if he wants a tael more, he'll pay in blood.”

“You'll pay in blood, Bear!” With a wrinkled hand, Aged Oak strangled the sword in his lap.

“I doubt it, Lord Oak. Have you tried to collect taxes in Nest? What about the villages around the Caven Hills? They're much better off than we are, but you'll meet the same resistance. Ask the Emperor to tally how much he squeezed from the Caven Hills last year, and the year before that. He'll get much more, Lord Oak, if he has our help.”

Looking off toward the trees, Aged Oak sat back.

'You've hooked him!' Brazen Bear whispered mentally.

“I see you already have that information, Lord Oak. Good! We can conclude our business promptly.”

“I still have to consult the Lord Emperor—”

“Arrow feathers!” Guarding Bear spat. “The Emperor appointed you chief collector for this prefecture and granted you the power to make your own decisions! He stipulated only that you return with a few 'rebels' to throw to the dogs, eh?”

“How perceptive, Bear,” Aged Oak said, shrugging.

'You were right about the scapegoats, Brother,' Guarding Bear sent. “Since you won't be able to collect anything but excrement from the Caven Hills, Lord Oak, we'll do the collecting.”

“That's a school of tuna if I ever saw a dolphin, Bear.”

'I think he agrees. Now make him squirm!' Brazen Bear emitted.

“Now that we agree, I have a few stipulations about my position as Overlord.” Guarding Bear reached into his sleeve for their list of demands.

“One moment, Bear. I can't give you a single strand of seaweed, but I can write a letter to the Lord Emperor. Official correspondence needs the proper humility, something you obviously lack.”

“Why would you do that?”

“I need a man with your ambition, Bear.”

The twig fell from Brazen Bear's open mouth.

“Why me, Lord Oak?” Guarding Bear asked, equally shocked.

“Listen, Bear, in a very short time, you've rallied quite a crew and now command an impressive fleet. You've also incurred the Imperial wrath. Quite a hazardous course you've set, trying to make headway with such a new navy against the stiff gale of Imperial law. To gain the safe harbor of legitimacy, you need me. Isn't that the wind you need to fill your sails? The wind I need is to gain distinction for quelling the mutiny and dredging up the Emperor's clams from this backwater. You may know how to tangle the Imperial rigging, Bear, but I know how to haul the ship of state by its hawsers. My line's ancient, accepted, and in some places revered. Your lineage is shit, please forgive my bluntness. Without me, you'll die a pirate. Without you, I'll run aground. Together, Bear, Infinite knows, eh? We could eventually make landfall on the Imperial Ruling Council.”

'That's the key to him!' Brazen Bear told his brother. 'His ambition! Aged Oak cares less for Smoking Arrow and Scowling Tiger than we do. Once he spears the big fish in our little pond, he'll sell us on the Emparia City fish market!'

'Look at his warriors' faces, Brazen Bear. He's baffling them by speaking like that.' Guarding Bear asked aloud, “What about my brother, Lord Oak?”

“What's your crewmate do?”

“Surveillance, reconnaissance, covert operations.”

“Excellent—a captain to lead the ship and a first mate to keep the crew at their nets. You'll need courier networks, covert shore parties, safe harbors, supply ferries and false-bottom sea chests. You already have a few red herrings to throw to the Lord Emperor's sea lions, eh?”

Guarding Bear smiled.

“Good. What do you say, Bears—permission to come alongside?”

The Brothers Bear glanced at each other for a quick consultation. 'He's a slimy eel, but long as we know that, eh?' Guarding Bear whispered.

Nodding, Brazen Bear said, “Permission granted, Lord Oak.”

Grinning and standing, Aged Oak stepped off his dais and walked toward them, past the ring of Arrow Warriors and past the dead man.

'What the Infinite is he doing?' they asked each other, tensing. 'Fire on him when he's two paces from us!' Guarding Bear ordered his archers.

At five paces from the Brothers Bear, Aged Oak stopped, bowed and smiled. “Please make my crew walk the plank.”

Brazen Bear sent a psychic signal to their rebels, and the brothers leaped toward the contingent, swords out and swinging. Descending upon the meadow, rebels in green and gold made quick work of the killing.

“You do fight well,” Aged Oak said, grinning.

“Were some of them spies?” Guarding Bear wiped his blade with the sash of a dead man.

“I've no idea—probably. The Emperor has lookouts everywhere.”

The three of them laughed in unison, dispelling the tension. Brazen Bear ordered all traces of the brief skirmish obscured.

Seeing the man up close, Guarding Bear gasped. “You're young! How old are you?”

“Twenty. My name's Aged Oak because of my shriveled skin. Not even the Imperial Medacor knows what causes all these wrinkles—something to do with my psychic reserves.”

Guarding Bear frowned, the man young for his position. “How did you become a chief collector, Lord Oak?”

“After you annihilated that battalion, Scowling Tiger asked for the Emperor's advice. Smoking Arrow called for a volunteer from among the lesser nobility to sail his ship through these diplomatic shoals. Only I stepped forward.”

“Why? It's probably the worst post you could find.”

“Exactly. In this Empire, if you're not born to lofty position, achievement is the only way to rise. My father's Prefect of Cove and Commanding General of the Eastern Armed Forces. Since I've got four older brothers, all I'll inherit is a tiny fief worth less than a bucket of fish heads. Oh, I won't murder my brothers, Bear, but I'll become Prefect even if I have to scrape the barnacles off the Emperor's wallowing stern. Your peasants are so obstinate and poor, I'll gain immense face if I succeed. Are you sure you can collect and deliver twenty clams?”

“Absolutely. I've saved my fellow peasants a lot of suffering, lowered their taxes and given them back their dignity.”

“I asked because not one of six Emperors Arrow has hauled in such a catch, even in favorable seas.”

“Not surprising, Lord Oak, considering our poverty.”

“A situation the Tiger Prefects have ignored. Listen, Bear, the Lord Emperor wants his clams. I'll convince him to settle for twenty. Deliver them within a year and he'll consider making you captain of this sinking garbage scow.”

“Sounds like a promise, Lord Oak.”

“It's not—he'd as soon order you to walk the plank tomorrow as make you Prefect, eh? That's as the Lord Emperor wills. If he makes you Prefect, though, you'll have the authority to pilot the prefecture from poverty, if you don't run aground.”

Looking sharply at the other man, Guarding Bear saw Aged Oak meant what he said. “I also think we can improve conditions here, Lord Oak. My brother and I dream of the day when the Caven Hills is part of the Eastern Empire, not just a garbage heap for its human outcasts.”

“I'd like to see it included as well, and I'll gladly help—as long as you help me.” Aged Oak looked at him suspiciously.

Brazen Bear and Guarding Bear glanced at each other and smiled, having found someone to help them build their dream.

* * *

Our dream became a reality, Guarding Bear thought, drawing strength from his memories. Strength he'd need for the audience with the Emperor Flying Arrow, a few minutes hence.

A large bear claw embroidered across the back of his robe, Guarding Bear strode along the dusty street. Passersby bowed, and he nodded in return. A ceremonial pair of guards marched a pace apart and a pace behind him. One was Mouse, the courier from the north. The castle blotted out the setting sun. His mate and daughter had already reached it, and he now hurried there himself, dread and excitement warring within him.

Guarding Bear's bowels churned. His guts ground every time the Emperor ordered him to the castle.

He wished he could disobey the summons. But his daughter was sick and only the Imperial Medacor could help her. And the Imperial Sword enabled Flying Arrow to punish offenders anywhere in the Eastern Empire with his electrokinesis. Guarding Bear didn't want to be shocked. Which made the summons no easier to swallow.

A telepathic Wizard can send a message thirty miles, Guarding Bear thought. With the Imperial Sword, Flying Arrow can summon me from Bastion. A pyrokinetic Wizard can burn a tree from five miles away. With the Imperial, Sword Flying Arrow can make a bonfire of Cove. Cursing the ancestors who'd endowed the Swords with the dominion they had today, Guarding Bear wished for a similar talisman to blast apart Flying Arrow's reign. Long ago, talismans had been outlawed to preserve the sovereignty of the Swords.

Guarding Bear's wish passed quickly.

He nodded to the bows of more passersby. He simply wanted the Emperor to rule less oppressively. Why did Flying Arrow really summon me? he wondered, gusts tousling his black unruly hair. What mischief is he planning for me?

Guarding Bear lowered his shields to test the mood of the flow. It was quiet, the amount of psychic activity below normal for a windy, late-summer dusk. His primary talent protected him by harnessing others' psychic energy. He littered battlefields with detailed statues in gruesome postures unbecoming of the human physique.

Another passer by bowed. Guarding Bear nodded.

One of his secondary talents was sectathonics, which detected small disruptions in the psychic flow. A sectathonic Wizard might scan the flow for all human presence within twenty miles. The General could only see those within a mile.

Four Arrow spies watching, he thought, recognizing their altered signatures.

Three passersby rose from their bows and charged past his guards. The General kicked away one knife, cracking bone, then caught a wrist. With his other hand he grabbed a forearm and pulled his hands together.

Two assassins collided with each other. He felled the third with a lightning kick to the groin.

Three thwarted assassins lay sprawled on the street, writhing.

“Scowling Tiger sent three at once. That's a new tactic.” Guarding Bear checked each one's injuries. “Medacor!” he shouted.

“I'm a medacor, Lord Bear.” At an alley entrance stood a boy, his hair the blond of wheat and eyes the blue of ice. He looked about seven years old.

Gesturing him over, Guarding Bear collected the weapons, two knives and a sword, and stepped toward the three men who'd tried to kill him.

The blond boy placed his large hands on the worst wound. A sliver of bone protruded from the forearm. The bone slid underneath the skin, which then closed without a scar. “You'll have to kill with your other arm for a day or two, Lord Assassin.” The boy stood and stepped toward the General. “You're fast, Lord Bear.”

“Thank you, Healer. You're not a certified medacor, are you?”

Smiling sheepishly, the boy shook his head.

Guarding Bear stepped past him. “Here, don't leave your weapons.” He tossed them on the ground in the midst of the trio, and then turned his back on the assassins.

His one real guard opened his mouth and then promptly closed it.

Mouse, the courier from the north, was sweating and shaking, his face pale. His squinty eyes were open so wide that he looked as though he'd never squint again.

The boy grinned at the Guarding Bear. “The Lady Water sent me.” He touched the General's arm.

The boy's power washed over him like ocean breaker over coral reef. Guarding Bear's talent rose to protect him, then quickly subsided. Like water from the fountain of youth, the boy's energy spread through his body and mind. Scars shrank and disappeared, replaced with unblemished skin. Old fractures mended with new bone, a badly set thumb healing properly. Deep abiding angers fled their abodes.

The boy's power knocked him backward. Guarding Bear stepped on a hand reaching for a knife. An assassin yelped and grimaced. “Forgive me,” Guarding Bear said, “an accident, eh?”

Taking his weight off the foot, Guarding Bear reviewed the boy's message. The first image showed a human hand stained with blood above his daughter. Someone poisoned her! he thought. The second image showed the large hands of Healing Hand on his daughter's head. The boy healed her! the General thought, sighing.

Kneeling, he looked into the boy's ice-blue eyes. “Infinite bless you for healing my daughter, Hand. Listen carefully. Captain Silent Whisper will come along this street. I'll tell him to look for you. For your own safety, please go with him and do as he says. Questions?”

Healing Hand frowned. “Why would anyone do that to her?”

Shaking his head, Guarding Bear tousled the boy's hair. “Bless you your caring, Hand. Someone did it to hurt me, eh? Now, disappear until Lord Captain Whisper comes along.”

Healing Hand nodded, turned and fled up the alley.

Standing, Guarding Bear checked his nose for the livid scar. To his relief, he found it unhealed.

Why didn't Bubbling Water find some pretext not to enter the castle? Guarding Bear wondered. We don't need the Imperial Medacor anymore. If she weren't already there, Guarding Bear would've found some excuse to disobey Flying Arrow's summons.

“Let's go,” Guarding Bear said, starting for the castle.

“Forgive me, Lord General,” said the real guard. “What about them?”

One assassin had bared his stomach and was preparing to fall on his knife.

The second nudged him and said, “What happened?”

The third, holding up his broken hand, looked mournfully after the fleeing boy.

“What about them?” the General asked, then turned and walked off.

His guards returned to their positions, hurrying to catch up.

Guarding Bear checked the flow for further danger. Not seeing the signatures of the spies, he wondered what his talent had done to them. They probably suffered the same fate as my battlefield enemies, he thought.

Returning from the castle at a casual stroll was Bubbling Water's detachment of Bear Warriors. They surrounded Guarding Bear. Among them was Captain Silent Whisper, who nodded informally, as instructed.

“Insure Healing Hand's safety in case someone identified him,” Guarding Bear said, his voice low. “Let no one speak with him until I do. Find his mother and father if you can.”

“How much do I tell them, Lord?” the Captain whispered back.

“Only as much as they need to know, eh?” Guarding Bear nodded and the detachment strolled away. The courier from the north and another warrior had traded places without being noticed. Minutes later, the General received confirmation that the courier was on his way north. Guarding Bear chuckled, feeling good despite the chilling wind, the Tiger assassins, the nosy spies, the infuriating news, the Emperor Arrow.

Infinite help me stick to my promises, Guarding Bear thought. In the eighteen months since making them, they hadn't been tempered in the forge of adversity. He repeated them to steel his resolve: I will not war except on those who war on me. I will not kill except those who try to kill me.

Sighing, the General approached the eastern gate of Emparia Castle. With a burst of flatulence, his bowels relaxed. Like the summons that Guarding Bear had found difficult to digest earlier, the castle swallowed him, only to eject him later like so much excess wind.







Chapter 5

When an Emperor dies, the other three Emperors attend the successor's coronation. Originally a ceremony to celebrate the succession, this practice is now the stage on which the three reigning Emperors give the successor their sanction. For an Emperor-elect popular with his people, the sanction of the other three Emperors isn't important. For an Emperor-elect with little popular support, sanction is crucial. Without the sanction of his fellow Emperors, an Emperor elect often has to fight to keep his throne.—Interregnums: Desperate Times, Tumultuous Times.

* * *

Her fine silk robes were bright, lively colors. Her black, lustrous hair was fashionably coiffed. Her jade-green eyes were set wide on her face. She was beautiful. Her mood was ugly.

The Matriarch Bubbling Water stopped outside the door of the eastern hall, boiling inside. The guards at the castle gate had forcibly taken her daughter. Why did Flying Arrow order them to separate us? she wondered.

Emblazoned upon the double doors was the emblem of the Imperial Arrow Family. On each side stood a guard. In the small antechamber were several human sculptures, some in the throes of agony, others those of ecstasy. Etched upon each three-inch pedestal was the claw of Bear.

The Emperor's personal servant appeared between the two sentries. The withered man who'd served three generations of Emperors Arrow commented on her glowing health. He turned and announced her, his voice strong despite his age.

Bubbling Water entered and approached the dais, stopping twenty paces from the Emperor. Bowing deeply as protocol required, she held the bow until he acknowledged her. The custom was a reminder of who was sovereign here.

“Lady Matriarch Water.” Flying Arrow's voice was a nasal tenor.

“Infinite be with you, Lord Emperor Arrow,” she said, rising from the obeisance and looking at him closely.

His brown hair was streaked with gray. His blue eyes were laced with crimson. He stood five feet, six inches. His arms and face were thin, his chin weak. The Emperor needed every inch of the six-foot pyramidal dais to look the least bit imposing.

Above Flying Arrow shimmered an old silk tapestry, blue and white the principal colors. Seven arrows in a quiver portrayed seven Emperors, each shaft distinct from the others. Woven most recently into the tapestry was an arrow with white wings, representing the present Emperor.

On a tasseled pillow nearby lay three swords. They didn't look important. The Eastern Imperial Sword was adorned with a large diamond, the source of Flying Arrow's political power. Beside it, adorned with a smaller diamond, was the Eastern Heir Sword, which assured the succession. The third sword, having a ruby instead of a diamond, was the Northern Imperial Sword. A fourth sword would have completed the set. Its absence diminished the importance of the other three. Missing, and presumed destroyed, was the Northern Heir Sword, its function to assure the Northern Succession.

To assure a succession, one must sire a child, Bubbling Water thought ruefully, glancing at Flying Arrow.

She saw that she and the Emperor were the only ones present—no servants, no guards. Not waiting for his invitation, she eased herself to the nearby cushion, folding her legs beneath her. “Getting your invitation pleased me greatly, Lord Nephew.”

Sculptures stood at both the forward corners of the dais, the two Arrow sentries eternally sentinel in their obsidian cages. They always made her nervous.

“My cousin's illness demanded immediate attention, Lady Water. Six medacors couldn't cure her disease, eh? I know just two diseases a medacor can't arrest: Death and treachery.”

She smiled. “I'd heard about the recent outbreaks here in the castle. Fortunately, Lord Nephew, they haven't spread to Emparia City. A passing boy cured my daughter's sickness. If an untrained boy could do it, the illness can't have been serious.” Bubbling Water wondered whether to protest the taking of her daughter now or later.

“Eh? She's better?!”

Why isn't he relieved? she wondered. Was my daughter's illness his doing? “Yes, Lord Nephew, and you'll have the Infinite to pay if I discover you arranged her sickness.”

“I?” Flying Arrow said, his voice shrill. “How could I—?”

“And if your monkeys interfere with me again, on or off castle grounds, I'll decorate your walls with their brains.”

“Monkeys, Lady Water? Only that Southern barbarian keeps monkeys—”

“Your warriors, Lord Nephew,” she interrupted.

The double doors behind her squeaked open, and the ancient servant announced, “The Lord General Guarding Bear.”

Bubbling Water turned. Guarding Bear strode toward the dais and stopped beside her. Seeing his vibrant health, she knew Healing Hand had found him. Now Guarding Bear knows someone poisoned our daughter, she thought, wondering if he knew who. She glanced toward the Emperor, frowning.

* * *

Guarding Bear bowed, strangling the hilt of his sword. He wished it were Flying Arrow's neck. “Lord Emperor Arrow, why did you have my daughter abducted at the castle gate?” The General had two spies in Emparia Castle for every one Flying Arrow had on him.

The Emperor's face turned red. “Why shouldn't I take your head for your intolerable rudeness, eh? For Infinite's sake, Lord Bear, stop acting like a peasant!”

“I am a peasant, Lord Emperor,” Guarding Bear replied genially. “I realize her health concerned you, Lord, but your guards saw that my daughter is healthier than the Imperial Medacor himself.”

“Forgive them, Lord Bear. I ordered them to take her directly to the Medacor's office. If there were objections, the Captain should have consulted me. I'll have him punished. Inexcusable, not having eyes to see with, eh?”

“Inexcusable, not having brains to think with, Lord Nephew.”

“Yes,” the Emperor muttered, looking puzzled. “Stop calling me 'Nephew'! You know how it annoys me.”

“Forgive me, Lord Emperor. I forgot you don't like to be reminded I'm your Patriarch.”

“Where the Infinite is Rippling Water?” Bubbling Water asked. “Please have the Lord Spirit return her, Lord Nephew.”

Guarding Bear allowed himself a small smile, drawing strength from his mate. Her elder sister having died giving birth, Bubbling Water had reared Flying Arrow, wasn't as afraid of him as most people, and called him anything she wanted.

“Of course, Lady Water.” Watching them, Flying Arrow reached for the Imperial Sword.

His hand fell on the sword with the ruby. A bright spark flashed, white steam puffed, and the Emperor yelped. Muttering curses, he touched the weapon to which he belonged, the diamond glowing briefly.

Guarding Bear grinned. “Please be careful, Lord Emperor. Did you forget you can't wield that Sword?”

“Eh? Of course not!” His hand a pink, boiled crab, the Emperor glowered at the General. “I'd be able to wield it if you'd found the Heir Sword!”

“If I had found it, you'd have enslaved the people of the Northern Empire.”

“Of course I'd have enslaved them! They deserved it!”

“Because Lofty Lion insulted you by refusing to attend your coronation ceremony? He refused because you're not fit to rule, a point you've proved a thousand times since. All three refused because they knew you'd be a tyrant.”

Flying Arrow had lost vast face when not a single Emperor had come to his coronation. “As if you could do better, Lord Emperor Bear. You wouldn't have had the testicles to grind Lofty Lion's face in the dirt!” So he'd given Guarding Bear command of the Eastern Armed Forces. “I had to order you to raze the Northern Empire. A man with meat between his legs would've volunteered.”

“If you'd had meat between your legs, you'd have led our armies yourself.” Guarding Bear had led the Eastern Empire to a lightning victory, routing Lofty Lion's armies in less than a year. “You fought one stinking duel, while I defeated his armies and I ground his face in the dirt. One!”

“I defeated the man who cleaved your nose in half, Lord Undefeated Bear!”

“Your victory isn't worth a bucket of dung. When you didn't find the Heir Sword, you lost the war.” Lofty Lion had either hidden or destroyed the Northern Heir Sword simply to spite his Eastern foes. “Now you can't even cut your fingernails with the Northern Imperial Sword!” No man could wield it without the Heir Sword's preparation.

“It's not my fault Lofty Lion wouldn't tell me where the Heir Sword was. I did everything I could to find it!”

“Torturing and executing all those Northerners in front of him was barbaric! No wonder he died. An Emperor fit to rule doesn't slaughter a half-million people. You lost the war, Lord Emperor. Admit it!” Infinite forgive me my part in their deaths, the General thought, the crushing weight of all those Northern souls on his shoulders.

“I didn't lose the war. You lost it!”

“I conquered the Northern Empire, but you lost the war.”

“Listen, you insufferable peasant—”

“You listen, you insufferable tyrant—”

“Cease!” Bubbling Water said. “I'm ashamed of you both. If you don't stop this instant, I'll bash your heads together. If you want to pour salt into each other's old wounds, don't do it in my presence. I won't have my mate and my nephew arguing like children.” The Matriarch took a deep breath. “Now, apologize to each other.”

Guarding Bear ran his hands through his hair and sighed. “I'm sorry, my mate. Forgive me, Lord Emperor.”

Flying Arrow frowned, then sighed. “Yes, Lady Empress Water. The fault was mine, Lord Bear. Please forgive me.”

The two men bowed to the same depth, then grinned at each other. “They're indomitable, eh Lord Nephew?”

“Indeed, Lord Bear. What would we do without women?”

“You'd thrust your swords into each other's back passages,” Bubbling Water said. Both men laughed and Guarding Bear hugged her.

“I wish you'd told me about my cousin's sickness earlier, Lady Water,” Flying Arrow said. “I'd have happily sent the Imperial Medacor to cure her.”

They all three knew he'd have forbidden Soothing Spirit to do exactly that.

“We didn't want to bother you with such a petty matter, Lord Nephew.” She looked pleased to have defused the hostility between her men this time. She turned to Guarding Bear. “You met with the boy.”

“Are you thinking what I'm thinking?” Guarding Bear glanced toward the dais. “We ought to retain him, eh?” They didn't open their minds to each other. Flying Arrow might intercept their thoughts, and opening one's mind in the Emperor's presence invited his mischief.

“I am. The boy might prove worthy of our patronage.”

“What boy?” Flying Arrow asked.

“The one who cured our daughter, Lord. We always reward good deeds.” Bubbling Water smiled at her nephew.

Guarding Bear wondered how she'd retaliate for her daughter's poisoning.

“You should punish bad ones; I always do.” Flying Arrow frowned at them.

The ancient servant entered and announced, “The Lord Imperial Medacor Soothing Spirit.”

Soothing Spirit walked toward the dais, a child in his arms. His head was completely bald and his skin was pink, without a wrinkle despite his eighty-one years. Radiating inner peace, he aimed his eyes at the floor. To everyone's surprise, he made no obeisance; instead, he handed the child to Bubbling Water as he passed her. Climbing the dais, he grasped the Emperor's hand and healed the burn, then wrapped gauze around the pink, new skin. “Please be careful with the hand until it heals fully, Lord Emperor.” Soothing Spirit retreated to the base of the dais and bowed to the mates. “Forgive my lack of manners, Lord General, Lady Matriarch. The Lord Emperor had hurt himself.”

“Nothing to forgive, Lord Medacor.” Bubbling Water nodded to acknowledge the obeisance.

“Infinite bless you, Lady Matriarch.”

Guarding Bear felt Soothing Spirit's psychic scan.

“Infinite be with you as well, Lord General. Both of you look well.”

“Thank you, Lord Medacor,” he replied, nodding.

“How is my cousin, Lord Spirit?” Flying Arrow asked.

Soothing Spirit glanced at the girl. “Rippling Water is in excellent health, Lord Emperor.”

Guarding Bear watched the Medacor. He was disappointed that Soothing Spirit didn't question why Flying Arrow had ordered him to examine a perfectly healthy child. The Emperor had long ago extinguished the Medacor's curiosity.

“It pleases me to hear it,” Flying Arrow muttered.

The Medacor glanced toward the door, his features serene. “Forgive me, Lord Emperor, I must attend to an emergency. Lord General and Lady Matriarch, my apologies for having to leave so abruptly.”

“What emergency?” Flying Arrow asked, flexing his hand.

“Two men have turned up unconscious, Lord Emperor, not an inch of skin on their bodies.” Soothing Spirit glanced placidly toward the door again.

Flying Arrow dismissed him with a wave.

As the Imperial Medacor turned, the servant entered. They met at the door and spoke. “Another one?” Soothing Spirit left quickly.

Guarding Bear frowned. They'd find a fourth man without skin, he knew—the spies who'd watched him on his way to the castle. They're my fellow citizens, Guarding Bear thought, feeling sad.

“Why do you frown, Lord Bear?”

“We don't see each other often enough, Lord Nephew.” He knew the Emperor would never understand his sadness.

His heart went cold. Leaping to his feet, Guarding Bear spun to face the door, his sword singing from scabbard.

Unannounced, the Sorcerer Lurking Hawk stood just inside the double doors. Like most Northerners, his hair was blond, his skin pale. Like many Wizards, his face was gaunt from his abuse of his talents.

Guarding Bear glared, his stance set and his body fluid to act at the first twitch of motion.

“Lord General,” the Sorcerer said, his voice a hiss. He offered no obeisance. On his wrist glittered a silver bracelet.

“Lord Traitor,” the General replied, smiling.

Most people feared the Sorcerer for his political power and psychic talent. Guarding Bear feared Lurking Hawk for the incompetent way he handled his power and talent. He's a bungling jester who juggles Emperors, the General thought—and drops them often. “When will you tell us where Lofty Lion hid the Heir Sword?”

“For the thousandth time, I don't know, Usurper!”

“You do know, Traitor, and the moment you tell, you die. It's the only reason the Lord Emperor Arrow tolerates your filthy presence.”

“Lord Emperor, invite the Usurper onward for his intolerable insults!”

“I've only stated the truth, Traitor. If you'd betray your Emperor and fellow Northerners by serving the man who slaughtered them, surely you can betray the location of a silly piece of metal, eh? Tell us where the Heir Sword is.”

“Go to the Infinite, Usurper!”

“When I do I'll take you with me, Traitor.”

Guarding Bear sheathed his sword and ran his hands through his hair. Sighing, he looked at Bubbling Water beside him. “I have a few habits to break, eh?” He shook his head, turned and sat with his back to the Sorcerer.

He was pleased he'd mastered his impulse to murder.

* * *

Has the Infinite addled his brains? Bubbling Water wondered, following his lead. Why is he acting so carelessly? Once a traitor, always a traitor, she thought, rubbing the knife in her sleeve and wondering when Lurking Hawk would betray Flying Arrow.

The Emperor looked at them both, his eyebrows high on his forehead. “Has the Infinite addled your brains, Lord Bear? Not once in fourteen years have I seen you turn your back on the Traitor.”

“He doesn't merit the honor of my hostility, Lord Emperor.”

Flying Arrow laughed, grinning. He looked beyond the mates at Lurking Hawk. Bubbling Water watched the Sorcerer from the corner of her eye.

Lurking Hawk stared at their backs. Scratching his head, he walked around them and sat on the lowest step of the dais. He glanced at Flying Arrow as if to ask what had just happened, an obsidian sculpture at his back. With a frown, he turned back toward the mates. “Your good health dismays me, Lord Peasant, as does the infant's.”

“Mine I understand, Lord Hawk. If a helpless infant's good health disturbs you, I pray that the Infinite opens your heart to the joys of fatherhood.”

Bubbling Water looked at him as though he were insane.

“Are you feeling well, Lord Bear?” Flying Arrow asked.

“I feel better today than I have in years, Lord Emperor. Aren't you pleased to hear that, Lord Hawk?”

“No!” The Sorcerer scowled at the General and spat on the floor. “The good health of every usurper disturbs me. Lord Emperor, the four men Soothing Spirit went to treat work for Emparia Castle.” He sneered at Guarding Bear.

“Oh?” Flying Arrow said, frowning.

“Yes, Lord. In the surveillance—”

“Shut up or I'll kick your corpse!”

“I beg you, Lord Emperor, to be more civil,” the Sorcerer said. “You act as if no one knows you have spies everywhere.”

“Impudent dog! Cease your barking!”

“Yes, Lord Emperor,” Lurking Hawk said, looking unperturbed.

Bubbling Water grinned at Flying Arrow's discomfiture and nudged Guarding Bear. He frowned at her. “Lord Nephew, the Lord Bear would happily investigate the maiming of your spies.”

Guarding Bear looked at her. “I would?”

“Thank you, no, Lady Matriarch—”

“He'd only be doing his duty, Lord Emperor,” Bubbling Water interrupted, nudging him again. “He'll attend to the matter promptly.” Then she whispered in his ear, “Better you do it than some fool who'd reveal the truth!”

“So kind of you, Lady Matriarch, to offer—”

“Lord Emperor,” Guarding Bear interrupted, “who would so object to harmless surveillance they'd inflict such terrible injury?”

The Sorcerer answered: “They were spying on—”

Flying Arrow touched the Imperial Sword. A bolt of lightning lanced Lurking Hawk, who convulsed like a puppet jerked roughly by its strings.

Bubbling Water immediately put her head to the floor to cover her daughter and soothe the Imperial wrath. This position also made her a smaller target should Flying Arrow turn on her. The Emperor missed occasionally.

Guarding Bear still sat upright, as though nothing had happened.

Glaring at the Sorcerer, Flying Arrow massaged his left shoulder, as if it ached. Lurking Hawk's ragged breathing was the only sound.

Bubbling Water wrinkled her nose at the smell of burnt Wizard.

The Sorcerer lifted his head, his robes crackling, his face blackened and his hair singed. “Forgive me, Lord Emperor,” he said, his voice thick. His head thumped the stone floor, and he was still.

“The Lady Flowering Pine has been asking to meet you, Lady Water,” Flying Arrow said with a smile.

“I'd be more than honored to meet her, Lord Nephew.” His abrupt change of mood disturbed her. She kept her face pleasantly bland. “I hear she's very captivating. She must be quite the special flower, eh?”

“She's a rose beyond the garden, Lady Water.” Again, Flying Arrow touched the Imperial Sword. The diamond emitted a soft glow.

From the door behind the dais came the Emperor's new consort, Flowering Pine. “Lord Emperor Arrow,” she said, kneeling at the dais, her voice high-pitched.

She's beautiful, Bubbling Water thought, feeling a twinge of envy. She's so tall and stately. I wish I were that tall and had such a lovely inferno of burnished auburn hair. Look at how she walks. She carries herself like an Empress, as if she's Flying Arrow's mate—and not a mere concubine.

* * *

He picks them as though their beauty will put arrows in his quiver! Guarding Bear thought, then he quashed the sentiment, remembering his promises. I pray the Infinite blesses them with a full quiver of young arrows.

He ran his hands through his hair. The strain was making him sweat. The forge of adversity was so hot it was making his promises brittle, instead of tempering them.

Bubbling Water leaned toward him. “She's the woman everyone's talking about, remember? That servant in the House of Oak?”

He nodded. “For hire?” Then he wished he hadn't asked.

His mate shrugged. “Wouldn't she be the perfect spy? Think of the stories she could tell of the Emperor's lifeless liquids!”

Two years before in Cove, at the funeral rites of Aged Oak's father, Towering Oak, Guarding Bear had noted Flying Arrow's interest in this virgin servant girl. Since then, the Emperor had visited the northeastern province several times, like an infatuated boy. Despite the lavish gifts, Flowering Pine had neither spurned the advances nor acquiesced to them. Instead, she'd simply demurred that she was too young for defloration. She had intimated she'd save her pleasures for the Emperor. After the long courtship, she bargained for a staff of a hundred servants, a suite of twenty rooms in Emparia Castle, elevation to noble status, and exclusive rights to the Emperor's attentions. Enamored of her, Flying Arrow had agreed. The courtship had been the talk of the Empire.

“May I greet the Lord and Lady, Lord Emperor?” Flowering Pine asked.

Nodding, Flying Arrow smiled.

Turning, the Consort bowed to them. She ignored the body sprawled nearby, as though bodies were a common sight in the castle. “Infinite be with you, Lord General, Lady Matriarch. Meeting you both is such an honor. Is that your daughter, Lady Matriarch? Oh, I just adore babies!” she said, her hands clasped under her chin. Throwing decorum away, she rose and scurried toward them, holding out her arms.

Bubbling Water immediately handed the child to her.

Watching the young woman croon over his daughter, Guarding Bear sensed that she wanted desperately to become a mother. Flowering Pine's maternal instincts touched him. He saw how much his mate liked her. For reasons he couldn't explain, he found himself liking the Consort as well.

The two women talked freely. Both men watched, neither inclined to join them. While they talked, the Sorcerer roused himself and crawled from the room, oblivious to everyone. Guarding Bear tried not to watch him go, but couldn't stop himself.

“Ladies Pine and Water,” Flying Arrow said, “forgive me for interrupting. I wish to speak with the Lord Bear. Obviously, you have matters to discuss also.”

“Come with me to my suite, Lady Matriarch,” Flowering Pine said. “Please? I do want your opinion on the nursery. Oh, please?”

“ 'Nursery,' Lady Pine? Has the Infinite blessed you already?”

“No, not yet, Lady Matriarch,” she replied, blush turning her cheeks bright crimson, “but I know I'll get pregnant soon. I just know it.”

A practiced courtesan couldn't act better than that! Guarding Bear thought. What am I thinking? She's too young to play at intrigue.

“I hope you do, Lady Pine,” the Matriarch said, turning to Guarding Bear. She searched her mate's face, looking concerned. “I'll send in your personal guards.”

“Eh, why?” he replied. “He won't hurt me.”

“Are you all right, Guarding Bear?” Bubbling Water asked.

Nodding, he smiled and kissed her. “Go on.”

The two women bowed and left, one of them shaking her head.

“I'm glad you came here this evening, Lord Bear,” Flying Arrow said. “Thank the Infinite your daughter's no longer sick. The Lord Emperor Snarling Jaguar will be here in a few days to settle our dispute over Swan Valley. You'll mediate at the negotiations.”

“Eh? Me, Lord Emperor?” Surely, Lord Emperor, the General felt like saying, you didn't poison my daughter and lure me here to tell me that!

“I keep thinking, Lord Bear, that you're the only one who's defeated the Lord Emperor in battle—other than his treacherous older brother. Anyway, I want him to think that if the settlement doesn't please me, I'll order you to war against him.”

“I see, Lord,” Guarding Bear said thoughtfully, not wanting a war. Blast it, why did you lure me here, Lord Emperor?

At that moment, the Sorcerer returned, having changed and washed.

“Good of you to join us, Lord Hawk,” Flying Arrow said. “I hope that anal wind has ceased to blow from your mouth.”

“Indeed, Lord Emperor.” Bowing, Lurking Hawk eased himself to the lowest step of the dais, as if in pain.

“I've ordered the Lord Bear to mediate at the negotiations to intimidate the Emperor Jaguar.”

“That ought to shrivel his sack,” Lurking Hawk replied amiably. The Sorcerer stroked the silver bracelet on his wrist.

Guarding Bear wondered what he should do with the courier's information. He saw no harm in telling his nephew. Before he'd made his promises, he'd have hinted and alluded and stretched the truth to besmirch the faces of his enemies.

No, the General thought, I'll just tell him. “Lord Emperor, Snarling Jaguar personally escorted a tiger cub to the Windy Mountains under security so tight that the animal was visible only once on the trip. This same tiger cub was later seen with the bandit scum Scowling Tiger, may he pickle in pig piss.” He bit his tongue and sighed, the curse having slipped from his mouth before he could stop it.

“That's almost incriminating, Lord Bear. Was it a menagerie tiger?” Flying Arrow looked annoyed.

Guarding Bear always had better information than he. “Where else, Lord Emperor? Please remember that Snarling Jaguar's presence in the Windy Mountains is perfectly acceptable, regardless of the enmity between him and his brother. One cannot object to a visit, something easily justified on the pretext of repairing family relations, eh? And Snarling Jaguar's giving a tiger cub to Scowling Tiger isn't improper either.”

“Unless we have it whispered that the two of them forged an alliance!” Lurking Hawk said, grinning.

Guarding Bear smiled, glad someone else had thought of it.

“Then the gift becomes proof of the alliance!” Flying Arrow laughed heartily, looking elated. “Lord Sorcerer, start a rumor on the psychic flow immediately! Have it whispered simultaneously in Burrow, Cove and Emparia City!”

“Yes, Lord Emperor.” Lurking Hawk smiled, looking baffled.

He's probably wondering how he thought of that, the General thought. Lurking Hawk wasn't famous for his strategic thinking. Guarding Bear smiled, pleased to have aided his Empire without defaming his two ancient enemies. The General had fought Scowling Tiger to the north and Snarling Jaguar to the south on and off the battlefield many times. Hopefully, Guarding Bear thought, I won't have to fight them again.

“Lord Bear,” Flying Arrow said, bringing the General from his reverie. “We need a way to make your presence at the negotiations legitimate.”

A premonition shivered through Guarding Bear. Like a cold wind, he shook it off.

“Eighteen months of retirement can't have been easy for a man accustomed to the battlefield. Why the Infinite did you refuse my order to clear the mountains of bandits, eh? You can tell me, Lord Bear. I won't kick your corpse around if I don't like your reasons.”

“I told you why, Lord Emperor—I'm sick of killing.”

“I don't believe you! You've left mountains of skulls behind you and you're 'sick of killing'?” Flying Arrow scoffed. “Can't you find a better excuse than that? Very well. Unusual for a man your age to retire so suddenly, and disgraceful for you to be so indolent. Aren't you feeling bored, Lord Bear?”

“I like boredom, Lord Emperor.”

Flying Arrow peered at him. “Are you feeling well, Lord Bear? Oh, a joke, eh?” He laughed as if he'd practiced. “Why not a … post inside the castle?” the Emperor asked, as though he'd just thought of it. “Ridiculous for a man of your age and abilities not to have a regular post.”

“In the castle, Lord Emperor?” I can't believe my childless nephew wants a Usurper like me anywhere near the castle, Guarding Bear thought, much less inside it.

“Absolutely, and a post appropriate for you, Lord Guarding Bear: Security Commander.” Flying Arrow grinned at his own joke.

Guarding Bear chuckled gratuitously, sweating with indecision. So I lied, he thought. I feel so bored I could invade Cove—anything to relieve the monotony. I want the post, but Bubbling Water will stake my hide out to dry if I accept without asking her. At a castle post, though, I'll have access to bureaucracy officials and their secrets, and to the machinery of power. What do I want with power? Don't I have enough?

“Not interested, eh?” Flying Arrow shrugged. “Lord Hawk, what's the name of that Captain at Burrow, the tall one?”

“Lord Emperor Arrow,” Guarding Bear said quickly, “I'd be honored to serve as Security Commander of Emparia Castle.” A voice deep inside told him this was a mistake.

The Emperor brightened. “Congratulations, Lord Security Commander Guarding Bear!” Flying Arrow rose and lifted the Imperial Sword from its cushion. He descended from the dais, securing the Sword to his side. “Let's drink to your new position. Servant, the finest from the cellars!”

Instantly, the aged personal servant appeared with three chalices on a tray.

That was fast, Guarding Bear thought. Standing, he sauntered toward the dais, chuckling and walking slowly to give himself time to think.

Now, I know why you gave me the post, Lord Nephew. Now, I know why you summoned me to the castle. Now, I know why you poisoned my daughter. What about my promises? Didn't I promise myself not to war on anyone? Not to kill anyone? Yes, I did. On the condition they don't war on me and don't try to kill me—and that includes my family. Very well, Lord Emperor Arrow and Lord Sorcerer Hawk, I know what to do about you now.

“You look different, Lord Bear. You haven't lost your senses, have you? Perhaps we should call you 'Crazy Bear.' ” Flying Arrow stood at the base of the dais.

Lurking Hawk stood between the Emperor and the General. They both took a chalice of wine and watched him like a hawk.

“Call me anything you want, Lord Nephew.” Remembering his father, Guarding Bear smiled and took the last chalice from the tray.

“Congratulations, Lord Bear, on your new post.” The Emperor smiled at the General over the rim of crystal chalice.

Guarding Bear brought the chalice to his mouth and sniffed. The soporific stung his nose. “A fine, pungent vintage, Lord Nephew.” He put the chalice to his lips as if to drink, and then lowered it.

Their eyes followed it down.

“Let's get blind drunk, eh Lord Nephew?” He wanted to dump the wine down their throats. “Lord Hawk, I want you to do something.” Drawing a knife, Guarding Bear extended it haft-first toward the Sorcerer. “Take it, Lord Hawk.” Again, he lifted the chalice as if to drink. “No, you're holding it wrong. Point it downward with your thumb over the pommel. Yes, that's it.” Then he turned to face the double doors. “Now stab me to death, Lord Hawk!”

When the silence had stretched to a full minute, he turned. “Why didn't you kill me? Has the Infinite addled your brains, Lord Hawk?”

The Sorcerer frowned at the knife in his hand.

Flying Arrow glared at him. “What's the meaning of this, Lord Bear?”

The General swirled the wine with his finger. Immediately, it went numb. Potent poison! he thought. “A demonstration, Emperor. Sorcerer, if you're honorable enough and charitable enough not stab me in the back, please extend that honor and charity to helpless infants.” With his empty hand, he grabbed Lurking Hawk by the collar and yanked him close so fast their foreheads collided.

Metal clattered and crystal shattered, the Sorcerer dropping knife and chalice. Blood seeped from a cut over Lurking Hawk's eye. His feet dangled inches above marble floor.

The General hadn't spilled a drop. “If you harm my daughter again, Traitor,” he snarled, “I'll tear off your testicles and feed them to the Emperor!” He hurled Lurking Hawk onto the dais steps, then glared at Flying Arrow. “The poison you put in this wine had better not kill me, Emperor.” Smiling, Guarding Bear dumped the wine down his own throat.







Chapter 6

The talent of prescience is actually three types of sight: Extant, temporal, and prescient. Extant sight, or viewing the present, is watching of someone's current doings at a specific location. Temporal sight, or viewing the past, is an extension of extant sight, all presents extending from some causal past. Prescient sight, an extension of both these talents, is infinitely more complex, the future always in flux, changing moment by moment.—The Vortex of the Time Sights, by the Prescient Wizard Thinking Quick.

Moments after giving birth, a mother bestows upon her child half her psychic reserve. Thus, she imprints the child to recognize her and imprints the fetal frontal lobes with the capacity for talent. Through this imprinting, a child develops a strong affinity with the mother and a psychic link that slowly fades but never breaks. Rarely does a mother not bestow the psychic gift. When this happens, the child grows up crippled, bereft of a full range of senses and unable to participate fully in society.—Motherhood: Nature and Nurture.

* * *

Guards encircling her, Bubbling Water glanced back at Emparia Castle and frowned. Darkness enfolded them as they left the bright glow at the gate. The wind swirled vigorously around them, scolding these denizens of the day to fear this trespass upon the night.

“Your outer robe, Lord Captain,” she said, shivering.

“Of course, Lady Matriarch.” Silent Whisper slipped it off and handed it to her without question.

Another new Captain to train, she reminded herself, knowing Guarding Bear had too little patience to train a new one. The previous Captain had died the week before, thwarting an inept attempt to assassinate her mate. Scowling Tiger had sent so many assassins that warriors joked about the danger of being on Guarding Bear's personal staff. None had even nicked the General.

“A more favored guard would've offered before being asked, Lord Captain,” she chided gently. “That's why they're favored.” Wrapping her daughter in the robe, she thanked the Captain and resumed walking.

Infinite knows what mischief the Emperor plans for my mate, she thought, again shivering and glancing back at Emparia Castle. While she'd been discussing the advantages of primary colors for the nursery with Flowering Pine, a servant had brought a message from Guarding Bear. He and the Emperor would be meeting for some hours, and she should return home alone.

Bubbling Water wanted to go places other than home. “Lord Captain, take me to the boy.”

“Forgive me, Lady Matriarch. The Lord General ordered me to allow no one to speak with the boy until he had.”

“I'm certain you executed those orders flawlessly, Lord Captain.” Bubbling Water emitted trust. “You enlisted with us just recently, and aren't familiar with how we operate. You'll find that the Lord Bear and I often act in concert. When we refer to ourselves, we refer to each other.”

“I'll remember, Lady Matriarch,” Silent Whisper said, meeting her gaze.

Bubbling Water smiled. “I'm confident you will.”

“Lady Matriarch, the Lord General asked me to insure that the boy and his parents were safe. I found the boy and his mother, but not the father, and took them to one of the sanctuaries. Although the Lord General ordered that the boy speak to no one, I didn't separate them. You know how mothers are, eh? I hope my measures were adequate.” Silent Whisper ordered three men to scout the route to the sanctuary where he'd taken the boy and his mother.

“That was thoughtful, Lord Captain. I commend you for your caring. And for taking them to a sanctuary. From the boy's dress, I gather they live in the southwestern quarter, eh? If you'd posted guards in the poorest part of Emparia City, someone would've gotten suspicious.”

“Indeed, Lady Matriarch.”

“Well done, Lord Captain. The Lord Mayor Puma didn't exaggerate your abilities. I'm pleased you've joined our staff.”

“That's very kind of you. Thank you, Lady, Infinite bless you.”

Bubbling Water would've liked Flying Arrow as tractable as this new Captain, but the Emperor was a petulant brat. Flying Arrow was a resurrection of the Empress Steaming Water, the Matriarch Water's elder sister. Having reared him and succored him after her sister had died birthing him, Bubbling Water knew him as well as any of her children. And feared him more than her sprawling brood in its entire.

I wish I'd had more experience, Bubbling Water thought for the thousandth time.

Flying Arrow hated the Bear Family, the most immediate threat to Arrow Sovereignty. By the letter of law Guarding Bear wasn't a relative. In the spirit of law, Guarding Bear was the Emperor's Patriarch, being the mate of Flying Arrow's aunt. The spirit of law was sometimes more influential than the letter. The penalty for harming one's patriarch was death. But Flying Arrow was an arbitrary Emperor, unrestrained by custom and above the law. He could arrange the General's death on whim or pretext. Guarding Bear had planned against such a contingency. The Bear Family and its allies were prepared to rise in rebellion if they suspected that the Emperor had so much as bent his pinky in the General's demise.

Oh, Lord Infinite, she thought, don't plunge us into another civil war. Shivering in the wind, Bubbling Water drew her robes tighter, the child tucked close.

Guarding Bear was but one threat to Arrow Sovereignty. Time was another. At thirty years old, Flying Arrow was childless, even though he'd put his shaft into fifty different quivers. Most the courtesans stayed only a night, but ten had become formal consorts. Before and after, these women had born children for other men, but their quivers had refused to yield the Emperor a single arrow. Five years ago, the shame of his sterility too much to bear, Flying Arrow had begun to select virgins. When they too had failed, he'd insured they wouldn't fornicate again. The Consort Flowering Pine would likely share the same fate.

Bubbling Water felt sad, liking the young woman. She'd probed the Consort and found herself listening to someone's thoughts. Several moments passed before she realized the thoughts didn't belong to Flowering Pine. Instead of stopping the Matriarch's probe, the Consort's talent had diverted it without alerting Bubbling Water. Few talents disguised their effects so well. Knowing death to be Flowering Pine's fate, Bubbling Water prayed for the Infinite's mercy. Oh, let it be fast! she thought.

The circle of guards turned down a poorly lit street. The fetor of refuse and excrement became pungent. At the fourth house, a shadow emerged from other shadows. At a signal, the circle of guards parted for the wraith.

“Infinite be with you, Mother,” said Rolling Bear, her eldest son. His ample hood was lumpy from the thick, black curls beneath. “Where's Father?”

“Detained with the Emperor,” she replied, calmed by his presence. “I've come to see the boy.”

“This way.” Rolling Bear glanced toward an alley.

“One moment,” Bubbling Water said, turning. “Lord Captain, post a scout near each castle entrance and escort the Lord Bear when he leaves. If you don't see him by midnight, discreetly ask for him at the east castle gate. Ask about every hour because you've … blast, I can't think of anything—some pretext, eh? Signal me on the flow each time they deny your request. Code: Empty sack.” She sent an image. “Questions?”

“None, Lady Matriarch. When the Lord General leaves the castle, I'll be there to greet him.” He bowed and issued orders to the detachment.

Bubbling Water followed Rolling Bear into the alley. Whispering guidance over his shoulder, he led her through gapped fences and withered hedges, around reeking cesspools and fetid heaps of refuse, between dilapidated hovels with crumbling walls.

They emerged onto a stone path. Ahead, steel sang from scabbard as a trio of rag-garbed guards prepared to defend their post. At a signal, they sheathed their swords and bowed. The house behind the trio was dark and, like many around it, in disrepair. Mother, son and daughter entered. The moment the door closed, Rolling Bear switched on the house shields, then the lights. He threw back his hood. “How's Rippling Water?”

The Matriarch looked around, familiarizing herself with the interior. Run-down on the outside, the furnishings inside were comfortable. The house was one of many sanctuaries secreted throughout the city. Knowing the cost of maintaining them, Bubbling Water regretted the drain on the family coffers.

“Thanks to the boy, as healthy as can be,” she replied finally, unwrapping the girl.

“What a talent he has! Why'd the Lord Captain bring him here?”

“Someone induced Rippling Water's illness. They poisoned her.”

“What? Infinite blast them! Why her, a helpless infant?!”

“I don't know, my son, unless …” Sighing, Bubbling Water closed her eyes. “Unless it was a ruse to get your father to the castle.”

She knew she was right.

“That sounds like them. Father's in danger! What can we do?”

“I don't know. On my way out, I stopped at the eastern hall and asked to see Guarding Bear, but that proved fruitless. The servants told me the Emperor had sequestered himself with Guarding Bear with orders that no one disturb them. So I didn't see him, which makes me anxious. Your father's a wily man. He's survived worse traps. Oh, Infinite protect him! Son, put our forces on twenty-four hour alert. Unless countermanded, I want insurrection across the Empire. Twenty-four hours and we'll know if he's safe.” Bubbling Water prayed her order wouldn't plunge the Empire into civil war.

“Yes, Mother. Countermand code?”

“Code: Bloody hand. Now, where's the boy and his mother?”

“Shielded, in the back room.” Rolling Bear pointed.

“Thank you. Here, you'd better take Rippling Water. I don't know what I'll find in there.”

“They look docile enough.” Taking his sister anyway, he rocked her gently, peeking at the sleeping girl's face.

Sighing, Bubbling Water checked her mindshields and put each of her worries in its niche. Until she reached her worry about Guarding Bear's behavior during the audience. “Rolling Bear, you're a warrior. What does it mean when you're fighting the enemy in his lair, and suddenly you lay your sword aside and turn your back on him?”

Her son shrugged. “Could mean anything, Mother.”

She told him Guarding Bear had turned his back on the Sorcerer.

“He did? We need a Wizard to examine his brain, eh?”

“Sounds crazy, doesn't it? Before he sat down, he said, 'I have a few habits to break.' He meant to turn his back. He even said to Lurking Hawk, 'If a helpless infant's good health disturbs you, I pray the Infinite opens your heart to the joys of fatherhood.' ”

“He said that to Lurking Hawk? How absurd,” Rolling Bear muttered, frowning. “When was the last time you argued with him?”

Looking at him, Bubbling Water searched her memory. “I don't remember.”

“I don't either, Mother. You argue less now.”

“We'd fight silently for days over something meaningless, until we'd both lose our tempers. Then Infinite help anyone who stepped between us. We don't do that anymore, not since Rippling Water was born, not since he retired and … went north.”

“Went north? When did he go north? And why?”

“I shouldn't tell you this, Rolling Bear. He went to kill Scowling Tiger, said he'd kill him or die trying.”

“Unlike Father to make a vow and not fulfill it. What stopped him?”

“I don't know,” Bubbling Water said. “When he came back though, he talked about Brazen Bear and Fleeting Snow, and dreamed about them.”

“I still don't understand why she mated Scowling Tiger. I know you don't like anyone calling her the Traitress, Mother, but after she mated the man who betrayed her own mate, she deserved the name.”

Bubbling Water smiled at her son. “The ways of woman are inscrutable.”

Rolling Bear snorted. “Women!”

“Men!” she replied, and they shared a laugh. “I don't know whether the Infinite's addled your father's brains or just put him on a different path. Well, I'd better speak with the boy before he falls asleep. Come get me if Rippling Water wakes. She's probably hungry.” Bubbling Water felt the pressure of an overdue feeding in her breasts.

“Yes, Mother, I will.”

“Bless you, Son.” Tucking away her worry for her mate, not knowing what to expect from Healing Hand and his mother, she strode down the corridor.

Entering the room, Bubbling Water saw the blond-haired boy asleep on the bed. Trying to peer out the window, a woman spun toward her. Shoulder-length, dust-blond hair framed her drawn face. Her eyes were chilling green and wide with the fear of an animal caged.

She looks like the boy's mother, Bubbling Water thought, feeling their intense maternal link. Why is it so strong? she wondered, feeling in that link the mother's fear for the son's safety.

Sitting at the edge of bed, Bubbling Water woke the boy and queried him with a feather-light contact. Sitting up, Healing Hand smiled. Underneath his anxiety was his panacean power. “That's a remarkable talent you have.” She felt serene in his presence. “Able to determine cure and cause. You're quite perceptive.”

Healing Hand smiled modestly, glancing toward his mother.

Abruptly, the woman stepped forward. “What do you want with us, matron turnkey?”

Boiling at insult, Bubbling Water almost crushed the woman between two plates of psychic metal. Infinite grant me patience, she thought, stopping her Wizard-strength telekinesis in time. She realized the strain she was under, her worries so great she couldn't contain them. “Forgive me, gentle lady. I'm sorry.” She let her face show her anxieties and felt them almost master her. I'd better see a Wizard soon, Bubbling Water thought, knowing she approached the limit of her tolerance.

The woman demanded again, “What do you want with us, matron turnkey!”

Why's she so hostile? Bubbling Water wondered, wilting and wanting to cry. “My day is long, my family large. I beg you please be patient.” She bowed deeply to the mother, held it for a moment, then bowed to the son. She probed the woman, wanting to know her name. Her signature didn't carry it. Remembering that Healing Hand's signature also lacked his name, Bubbling Water wondered if the trait were genetic. “I'm Bubbling Water.”

The mother's features relaxed somewhat—despite knowing her name already. Only the Infinite's blessing was better than the Matriarch's beneficence. “I'm Gentle Hand, Lady Matriarch. Please answer my question.”

“We brought you here for your own protection, Hand. I'll explain in a moment.” Why did she give him her matronym, and not the patronym? Bubbling Water wondered. Usually boys received the father's name and girls the mother's. She realized from the strong maternal link that no man lived at the house of Hand. “First I must ask, on the chance that someone identified the boy, if you have other relatives here in Emparia City.”

“No, not here, except my daughter, who's safe with friends.”

Why doesn't she mention the father? Bubbling Water wondered. “Thank you, Hand. Your son knows something that might, uh, be dangerous. I need to learn what he knows. If it's too important, I'll erase the information, and you'll both be free to go.” Normally, the Matriarch would've had a psychological Wizard meddle with the boy's mind. The Bear Family usually retained one for just such situations. They hadn't had a Wizard for a year, the previous one having died peacefully in her sleep.

“You intend to alter his mind?”

“Why should that alarm you, Hand? The procedure is simple and painless, without adverse effect.”

“But, Lady Matriarch …” Gentle Hand seemed at loss to explain.

“I've applied to train under the Imperial Medacor.” Healing Hand spread his large palms beside his shoulders in an elaborate shrug.

“Oh? Just training, or perhaps Medacor Apprentice?” The Imperial Medacor trained apprentices in the final stages of their certification. From among them, he usually chose one to become Imperial Medacor after him. “Soothing Spirit has trained at least a hundred Medacors in his tenure,” Bubbling Water said, “but hasn't found a successor.”

“We hope, Lady, that he can become Medacor Apprentice.”

“Of course; I should have known. Any sign that someone's altered your mind, Hand, would alarm castle security, who have the Lord Emperor's safety to consider.” A prescient vision suddenly seized Bubbling Water with enough power that her senses echoed with the scene. “The Lord Spirit would regret losing a colleague, and perhaps a successor.” Half the vision told, it released her as quickly as it'd captured her. Sweating, Bubbling Water contained herself, letting little of her reaction escape her shields.

The boy looked at her with concern. The mother's fear for the son's safety returned to Gentle Hand's eyes.

“I'll consider not altering the boy's memory, Hand. However, before I decide, I need to know what he knows. The fewer who know the better.”

Gentle Hand nodded, but remained where she was.

“I need to talk with your son alone, please.”

Gentle Hand folded her arms.

Smiling, Bubbling Water stepped to the door and poked her head out. “Rolling Bear?” Her son strode the corridor toward her. “Give me your sister,” she said, taking the sleeping girl from him. She stepped close to the younger woman. “As I trust you with my child, Hand, so I ask you to trust me with yours.” Bubbling Water folded back a flap of blanket.

A bright smile lit Gentle Hand's face. Gently, she took the infant, who woke and cried softly. “She's beautiful,” Gentle Hand whispered. “And hungry. Oh, blast, I just let down.”

“Is your daughter breastfeeding, Hand?” Bubbling Water asked, her own breasts beginning to leak at her daughter's cry. She adjusted the level of prolactin in her blood to stem the flow of milk.

Nodding, the woman smiled at the infant in her arms. “If I may, Lady?”

“Oh, thank you, Hand, would you? Infinite bless you.” Closing the door behind the woman, Bubbling Water turned to the boy. “You haven't told your mother what happened?”

His eyes still on the door, Healing Hand shook his head.

“Then you understand that the information is dangerous. If you're willing, I want to link minds with you.”

He nodded immediately.

She smiled. “Your degree of trust surprises me, but remember that you're equally vulnerable, eh?” she admonished.

Sitting at the edge of bed, Bubbling Water first put each of her thoughts, memories, and emotions into their compartments. Lowering her many layers of shielding, she increased the adrenalin in her hippocampus to open a direct path into her memory. Her mind open, she watched the boy.

Healing Hand, younger and more flexible of mind than she, dropped all his shields effortlessly.

Ready, she asked him to review how he'd cured Rippling Water.

Swiftly, he recalled what happened.

Raising her shields, Bubbling Water set up a neural reinforcer to keep the memory fresh until she could review it. Smiling, she embraced the boy. Linking minds revealed the depths of the soul. Healing Hand was a glittering jewel amidst ordinary rocks.

“Why don't you sleep now?” she suggested, the contact having tired them both. Pulling the blankets up to his chin, Bubbling Water soothed Healing Hand to sleep, emitting peace and safety.

I wish I'd had a Wizard, she thought. Psychological Wizards could do what she'd done with far less risk. Although she had put her mind into niches before contact, she couldn't prevent all transference. She regretted she'd exposed the boy so young to the experiences of herself so old. Excessive transference sometimes overcame a young mind, resulting in death, or worse, insanity. Much of what Healing Hand saw he was too young to understand. Dreamful sleep would dull the blinding images. Her having put her mind into compartments and the boy's maturity, however, might enable him to emerge unscathed.

Soon, Healing Hand's breathing was smooth and regular, his mind wandering among the clouds. Gathering chemicals into her uterus, Bubbling Water made a sedative. Teleporting a small amount into his carotid artery, she felt the boy's sleep instantly deepen.

Bubbling Water rose from the bed and stepped to the panel beside the door. Punching a few buttons, she turned on the room dampers. Operating on the same principle as electrical shields, dampers flooded the area with a pattern that blocked all psychic energy.

Her back to the door, Bubbling Water slid to the floor and opened her awareness. She was glad she hadn't tried to erase the memory. Healing Hand had already sorted through it, creating too many links with other memories. A Wizard would have to erase it. She'd also learned what she needed to know: An implant in Rippling Water's brain produced incurable flu-like symptoms. The residual traces of signature in the implant were those of the Sorcerer Lurking Hawk.

I'll feed the Sorcerer's testicles to Flying Arrow! she thought, furious. How did the Traitor get close enough to implant my daughter? With the damage now repaired, Guarding Bear concerned her more. Flying Arrow had lured him to Emparia Castle by making Rippling Water ill. Why? she wondered.

With little to do but wait and pray, Bubbling Water struggled to contain her worry. With an effort, she succeeded.

Then the prescient vision intruded.

Nearly everyone wanted to know the past, present and future, and prayed to the Infinite for one or all of the prescient talents. Bubbling Water had met only one Prescient Wizard, the talent rare. The woman lived in a cave at the summit of a small mountain. She ate insects and rats. She wore rags that did little to protect her and covered her nudity less. Hating visitors, she raved most the time. She died before she was forty, looking twice as old.

Thank the Infinite I'm not a Prescient Wizard, Bubbling Water thought. Her prescience a trace and spontaneous talent, its images faded so fast she sometimes couldn't remember them. The vision she'd seen earlier returned vividly to her mind.

Healing Hand would indeed become the Imperial Medacor—and would serve her son the Lord Emperor.

Her talent fickle, the vision didn't tell her which of her two sons was destined to rule the Eastern Empire.

* * *

The Captain Silent Whisper peered from the shadows toward the eastern gate of Emparia Castle. Why is it that I like peasant and his mate so much? the Captain wondered.

After his three-year compulsory tour at Burrow Garrison in the Eastern Armed Forces, Silent Whisper had returned to Nest and joined the city militia. While rising in the ranks to Captain, he'd discovered that the Mayor Foraging Puma regularly filched from the city coffers. The malfeasance would lose him his head if the Prefect Guarding Bear caught him. The penalty for not reporting a crime as severe as for the crime, Silent Whisper coerced Foraging Puma into recommending him for the General's personal guard. Thus, years of planning had finally borne fruit for the bandit general Scowling Tiger. The evening before Silent Whisper joined the peasant's personal staff, the bandit had sent a minion.

“The Lord General with long claws congratulates you, Lord Whisper,” the man had said from the nighttime shadows in an alley in Nest.

Silent Whisper looked back and forth on the street. Seeing no one, he stepped into the alley. “Thank the Lord Tiger,” he whispered, trying to see the man's face in the darkness.

The man pulled farther back into the shadows. “You'll thank the Lord General Claw even more for his instructions. You won't try to assassinate the peasant—not yet. Your general directive is to gather information and send it by courier to the Lord Claw. Your contacts will see you at regular intervals. Please don't fail to report. Your specific directive for now is to bring an Emparia City Wizard to the peasant's attention. He hasn't had a psychological Wizard on retainer for over a year, eh? His name is Spying Eagle—a rather unfortunate coincidence. Anyway, he wants the peasant to retain the Wizard.”

“Why?” Silent Whisper asked, shivers crawling up his back.

“That's not your concern—do as ordered, eh? You'll receive other directives in the future. If your service pleases the Lord Claw, he won't ask you to assassinate the peasant.” Then the man disappeared into shadow.

What will I do if he orders me to kill Guarding Bear? the Captain wondered. Why am I questioning that? I'll do what Scowling Tiger orders me to do!







Chapter 7

Bubbling Water's generosity was as famous as her sharp tongue was infamous. Where did she learn her philanthropy? Certainly not from her fellow nobility, most of them indifferent to their inferiors. Bubbling Water learned it from Guarding Bear, who taught her that no circumstance need stop her from helping her “constituents.” This word, foreign to our tongue, comes from the dead language of the north. A constituent is “one who empowers another to transact business for him or her.” Guarding Bear taught Bubbling Water to hold the interests of her constituents above her own, and her legendary beneficence is an example to us all, women and men both.—Noble and Peasant, by the Matriarch Rippling Water.

* * *

Silent Whisper rubbed his eyes, not believing what he saw.

Servants eased Guarding Bear into a chair in the Bear residence refectory. The unconscious General stank of alcohol.

“Lord Captain,” Bubbling Water said, frowning at her mate.

Wiping the fatigue from his eyes, Silent Whisper stepped toward her and bowed. I deserve a rebuke for taking all night to find the General.

Last night, Silent Whisper had asked at the castle gate every hour if Flying Arrow had finished with Guarding Bear, the answer always a polite no. Three hours before dawn, the castle watch had changed. The new sentry had told him that the General had left at least a half-hour before, blind drunk. His men watching all the castle gates, Silent Whisper had known it a blatant lie. “I saw him, Lord Captain,” the new guard had added. “He was staggering down a corridor and muttering how he wanted to fornicate with some wench. We all know the Lord Bear's liking for fornication, eh?”

Vowing to cut the man's throat later, Silent Whisper had sent the news to Bubbling Water. He'd then organized a quarter-by-quarter search of the city, checking known houses of harlotry and drink. More than twelve hours later, they'd finally found Guarding Bear.

“Yes, Lady Matriarch?” Silent Whisper asked.

Her voice low and speech quick, she said, “Code: Bloody hand. Relay the countermand to all cells, request confirmation and report back as soon as possible. Thank you for your diligent work last night, Lord Captain.”

“Yes, Lady Matriarch.” Relieved, Silent Whisper bowed and left.

* * *

Noting his surprise, Bubbling Water wondered what his previous superiors had been like.

Stirring, Guarding Bear mumbled, “Whass tha' 'bou'?”

Bubbling Water calmed herself, angry that Flying Arrow had exploited her mate for a yet unknown purpose. “Did you enjoy getting drunk last night?”

He looked at her through a bloodshot eye. “I don' drin' ta eck sess. You know tha'! Why 'cuse me, eh?”

“You've been drinking—and doing Infinite knows what else! Why didn't you come home at a decent hour, instead of keeping us worried throughout the night and far into the next day? Why did you go to a brothel? Thousands of women would've spread their legs for you for free! In your inebriated state, the courtesans could have set you up for anything!” She sighed at her inability to control her tongue.

“Wha' broth'l? I didn' go ta a broth'l,” Guarding Bear groaned. Clasping his hands to his thick black curls, he put his head between his knees and vomited.

A servant discreetly cleaned the mess from the rug, lifting every speck and dispelling the odor with his talent.

“Get Hand!” Bubbling Water said. A servant fled the room. Sighing, she caressed her mate's shoulder. “Forgive me, My Lord, my love, for yelling at you. I'm so angry at that cursed nephew of ours. Obviously, he did this.”

“Obliviously,” Guarding Bear said.

“Something exciting happen, Mother?” Running Bear asked, striding into the refectory. His hair styled, he wore robes of fine silk and brightly glittering jewelry. Running Bear looked as if he'd be dancing through the night at an Imperial Ball.

Bubbling Water frowned at his appearance. He's so unlike his brother, she thought. Rolling Bear practiced his swordsmanship diligently, but Running Bear's only interest in sword-play was where he might sheathe his. “Another night of carousing ahead, Son?”

“Just returned from one, Mother. What happened to Father?”

“Found him blind drunk in a brothel this afternoon.”

“Oh? Which one?” Running Bear asked.

She told him its name.

“And those wenches didn't try to find me? I'll beat 'em until …” The young man put a hand over his mouth.

“ 'Beat,' Son?” Bubbling Water asked. “Did you say 'beat'?”

Running Bear looked around as though for someplace to hide. Just then, Healing Hand entered the room at a dead run. Running Bear left the same way.

“Come back here, Running Bear!” she yelled.

Sheepishly, her son returned.

“Please make yourself comfortable in the library upstairs, young man,” she said calmly. “I'll be there shortly.”

Running Bear nodded and left, looking dejected.

“There.” Healing Hand withdrew his large hands from Guarding Bear's large shoulders.

Guarding Bear looked much better. “Find more than alcohol in me, Hand?”

Healing Hand nodded.

“See!” Guarding Bear said to her.

“Men!” Bubbling Water said, disgusted. “Did you drink it, or was it given to you without your knowledge?”

Guarding Bear examined his fingernails.

Frowning, Healing Hand looked back and forth between the mates. “The first one, he drank, but—”

“We were celebrating my new position!” Guarding Bear interrupted.

“New position?!” she was furious he hadn't consulted her first.

“He also has a gap in his memory,” Healing Hand added quickly.

Guarding Bear groaned and implored her with a glance.

“Congratulations,” Bubbling Water said.

Guarding Bear scowled and stomped from the room.

She dropped into a chair and looked toward the ceiling. “Oh, what the Infinite has my nephew done to my mate?”

“I saw something else, Lady Water,” Healing Hand said. “The Lord Bear should have his head examined.”

Bubbling Water laughed. “From the mouths of babes. Thank you, Hand, I'll have the Captain find a Wizard to treat him.” She put her face in her palms, wanting to give her mate a frontal lobotomy.

“He's all right, Lady Water.”

Bubbling Water smiled, liking the boy. “Yes, he is, isn't he?”

“Why would anyone do that to him? He's a nice man. You know what he did yesterday? Three assassins attacked him at once, but he gave them their weapons back anyway. That's when I told him about your daughter.”

“Huh? What happened?”

“Well, they attacked him. He defended himself and broke a few bones, then called for a medacor. While I healed the assassins, he collected their weapons and gave them back.”

“Thank you for telling me, Hand,” Bubbling Water said, puzzled. Gave their weapons back, eh? she thought, almost understanding. An idea hovered at the edge of her mind, just beyond words.

Then she remembered her son waiting for her upstairs. Perhaps I'll ask the Wizard to give my son a lobotomy too, she thought. Running Bear often frequented brothels. Bubbling Water wondered if he owned the one where they'd found his father. She sincerely hoped not. 'Beat'! she thought in disgust, not sure which she loathed more—her son owning such an establishment or his inflicting corporal punishment on the courtesans. Sighing, Bubbling Water stood to attend to yet another difficulty on this awful day of days.

Oh, Infinite help me! she beseeched the ceiling.

* * *

After the Matriarch Water left the room, Healing Hand guessed she no longer needed him. Wandering from the refectory, he resumed exploring the house. Less than a full day had passed since he'd met Bubbling Water at the potter's stall. The maelstrom of their lives had already sucked him into its grasp, and anxiety gnawed at his soul.

Healing Hand, his mother and infant sister lived in the poorest quarter of Emparia City. They rented a four-room house from a landlord they never saw. Like most of the houses in the area, theirs was in disrepair. Larger than most, the house was also Gentle Hand's health clinic, where Healing Hand helped almost every day. Most of their patients were indigent, unable to pay, but Gentle Hand's concern was others' health and not her wealth. Despite being poor, they always had food, clothing and other needed items.

Healing Hand knew nothing of his father. Before he'd met the Matriarch, his obscure paternity hadn't mattered. His mother had told him she'd chosen to leave her mate. Gentle Hand's taking of his son had violated both custom and law, boys belonging to their fathers. Others often scorned her for having taken the boy. Gentle Hand reared him as if she hadn't needed a man to conceive him. On the fringes of society, such disgraces mattered little—except to wagging tongues. With the Matriarch Water's support, Healing Hand knew his paternity mattered very much.

Wandering through the Bear residence, Healing Hand searched the rooms for statues. The hundreds he'd found were hewn from stone ordinary and valuable, depicting creatures small and great. When he'd probed a human statue, he'd found a complete set of organs inside, each sculpted from different rock. The sculptor had missed no detail of the human physiology.

Climbing halfway up a set of stairs, Healing Hand stared at the statuettes filling every recess. Curious, he reached to take an obsidian raven from its niche. In a burst of feathers, it flapped from his grasp and flew down the stairwell. Startled, he looked at his palms, down the stairs, and back at his palms. Convinced the raven had been stone, he was afraid to touch any after that.

Descending, he wandered on. Chandeliers hung from vaulted ceilings. Plush, intricate rugs carpeted floors. Statues stood on every wall. Drifting from room to room, he saw no one, surprised so few people occupied so much space. Then he found a room dimly lit and spare of decor. Dominating the room was a stuffed grizzly bear, standing on its hind legs, baring its teeth in a vicious snarl.

“My brother wanted one,” Guarding Bear said from the shadows, “so he found this one and killed it with his bare hands.”

The boy looked up into the beast's face. Even dead, it frightened him.

“His talent the same as mine, he could have turned it to stone.” Guarding Bear brushed at the claw embroidered into the left breast of his outer robe. “Out of pride, he killed it with his 'Bear' hands.”

“Your brother's brave, Lord Bear.” Healing Hand stepped into the room.

Nodding, Guarding Bear sank back into his gloom.

Healing Hand thought unhappiness odd in a man of his wealth and station. Don't riches and power mean happiness? he wondered. Guarding Bear had riches and power in abundance, and little happiness. In the poorer quarters of Emparia City, Healing Hand knew many people living happily, despite being destitute and powerless over their fates. He began to understand that his life of poverty was little different from the lives of the wealthy. He realized that no single external condition determined happiness. A person needed harmony within.

Guarding Bear grunted, as though agreeing. “I've been poor, I am rich, I've had nothing, I have everything. I've been happy at all these times in my life, and I've been sad. My greatest accomplishments have demoralized me, and I've found peace in times of great woe. You should be cautious about letting others hear your thoughts, Hand.” Guarding Bear smiled, beckoning.

Stepping toward him, Healing Hand lowered himself next to the big man.

“I wish I could find peace in this time of woe. I don't believe I accepted that post. Security Commander of that pile of rubble is much too demeaning for me. I'm Guarding Bear!” he protested, as though that meant something. “Flying Arrow offered the position only to get me drunk and poison me. Infinite knows what he did to me then.”

Content to sit in his presence and listen, the boy said nothing.

Guarding Bear sighed. “My unhappiness is my own doing this time, eh? My mate scorns me for taking that position. I would if I were she. I deserve better than that. I must be dying of boredom to have accepted it. All I do these days is listen to spies. Of course, I can't do anything with what they tell me, because the Lord Emperor and the public are always watching me. The citizens of Empire worship me as the greatest general ever, but I can't so much as shit without someone's gossiping how large it was, or piss without rampant speculation on how many lakes I filled. Life was much better when I could fight through the night and carouse until dawn and no one talked about the size of my sword or the depth of my thrusts.”

Healing Hand grinned, but still didn't speak.

“You're a quiet one.” Guarding Bear tousled the boy's hair. “I cherish the memories of my youth, my brother at my side. We danced all night across the Imperial balls and no Lord Emperor Arrow could stop us. No one could.”

Guarding Bear sighed, and Healing Hand leaned against him. He put his arm around the boy. “Would you like to hear a story? I like stories, even my own. I gain strength from them, and peace. Would you like to hear how I met Bubbling Water? She was the most beautiful woman I'd ever seen.”







Chapter 8

I suspected that the grounds belonged to some noble whose home stood deep within the gardens. If true, the home was probably a palace, and the Lady whom I'd met, nearly an Empress. Before intruding the next day, I scouted the property by walking around it. Nearly an hour passed before I returned whence I'd started. To purchase so much land in Emparia City, the palace owner must have gotten special dispensation—Imperial dispensation.—The Political Geography, by Guarding Bear.

* * *

About a year after Brazen Bear and I wiped out the Imperial battalion, I went to Emparia City to place a proposal before the Lord Emperor Smoking Arrow.

Our plan had worked. Aged Oak had more influence than I thought. That muckraking clam-digger from Cove persuaded Smoking Arrow that my brother and I could deliver twenty taels per family in Caven Hills taxes. Smoking Arrow accepted the face-saving solution and executed the “rebels” whom Aged Oak had “captured.”

The test of our control over the Caven Hills came a year later. Taxes were due. Brazen Bear and I had no trouble collecting the taxes. The natives brought the taxes they owed to us. They'd have licked our balls if we'd have asked. Our problem was depositing the taxes in an Imperial Bank.

The Caven Hills was so poor we didn't have a bank. The nearest Imperial Bank was in Nest. We couldn't take the taxes there. If Scowling Tiger could, he'd ambush us and steal the taxes, then take them to the Emperor and claim he'd regained control of the Caven Hills. If that happened, we'd have no taxes to deliver—end of rebellion, eh? The face-saving “solution” wouldn't stop Scowling Tiger from trying to reclaim the prefecture.

To avoid that, I had my spy in the Prefect's administration whisper that we'd deliver the taxes directly by traveling westward around Nest toward Eyry, and thence to Emparia City. Scowling Tiger wasn't very smart to think we'd actually try that. All the land was under his control. While he sent out scouts and warriors to intercept us, we went northeast to Cove, laughing all the way to the bank. There, we deposited in Smoking Arrow's name a quarter million taels in taxes. Alone, I went on to Emparia City and requested an audience with the Emperor.

I didn't know how long Smoking Arrow would make me wait. The more in disfavor a person, the longer the delay—that's politics. I took up lodging in the best hostelry where peasants could stay, a place called the Peasant's Back.

The wait was excruciating. After three days I got so bored counting the flies and cockroaches in my room that I decided to take a walk. That visit was my first to Emparia City, and my first absence from my wild unruly land. I soon tired of wandering along crowded dusty streets, of looking at ugly stone buildings. I wanted trees and grass and bushes and hills. Oh, how I yearned to be home again!

From a wide avenue near the castle, I spied a thick copse of trees some distance away. Walking toward it, I hoped to find an unspoiled patch of forest within the city. When I got there, I saw trees, grass and bushes—all so carefully manicured I almost kept going right back to the Caven Hills.

I sighed. At least it was green.

Abutting the street for a hundred paces, the gardens looked empty. I saw no one at all wandering amidst the trees. The street was nearly empty as well. Across the street from the gardens were large hedged yards. Mansions peeked at me from over tall bushes. I didn't think the lack of people odd—few appeared to live in the area. Shrugging, I entered the gardens, walked along a raked gravel path, found a pleasant patch of grass and sat. Nearby was an empty bench of carved stone, two shady alders and a paracone bush. I breathed the scents of foliage deeply, wishing I were home.

“What are you doing here?” someone said.

I looked, my sword half-out of its sheath.

Behind two armed guards stood two women, one behind the other, all of them wearing activated electrical shields.

Sheathing my sword, I looked at the woman with black hair and flashing green eyes, the one who'd spoken. “Forgive me, Lady, if I'm intruding,” I said with a half bow. “I only wanted the grass beneath my feet. I find this city oppressive.”

Since I couldn't see her signature and find out her name, I examined her dress and her companions for some sign of who she was. What I saw surprised me.

They weren't companions. The two warriors were personal guards and the woman was a personal servant. The Lady was far more important than I could ever hope to be.

“You're not from Emparia City?” she asked.

“No, Lady, I'm from the Caven Hills. As I said, I meant not to intrude.” Standing, I bowed deeply and turned to go.

“Do you know the Upstart?” she asked.

“Who, Lady?”

“Guarding Bear, the one who led the rebellion.”

“I've met him, Lady—once.”

She threw her head back and laughed. “That was prudent, Bear.”

I smiled, her laughter a joy to hear. My very distinctive face was often on the psychic flow. Everyone knew Smoking Arrow had thrown sops to the executioner. After he'd learned the appearance of my face and signature, he'd consulted the flow with the Imperial Sword to find out what I was doing. He'd added to my infamy to insure he'd catch me quickly if he decided to declare me a criminal.

“I thought it better not to reveal that I know the rebel leader well.”

“Since that might get a person killed, indeed,” she replied.

“Am I that dangerous, Lady?”

“You're a rebel.” She shrugged as if that explained itself.

I smiled. “Would the Lady honor this humble peasant with a little of her time? Please, Lady, sit for a moment.”

“Thank you, Bear, I will. I was walking nearby when the sentries saw that someone had intruded.” Then she smiled. “The intruder was only you.” Stepping between the guards, she lowered herself to the bench delicately, like an autumn leaf in a gentle breeze. The personal servant stood behind the bench and the two warriors at either end, all of them watching me carefully, as though I'd attack her.

Does this land belong to some noble, I wondered, the house hidden so deep in the gardens that I couldn't see it? Does it belong to her? Since Emparia City isn't part of any prefecture, the property laws in the city are different from those in the provinces. Anyone can own up to a certain amount of land, even a female, and build whatever he or she wants. The thought of her being so wealthy shocked me.

“You do me much honor, Lady. I didn't know I'd become so famous that word of my doings would reach your beautiful ears.”

“I'd call it notoriety, Bear,” she replied. “Not fame.”

“So would I, Lady, if I didn't want to impress you. Since fame and notoriety are two sides of the same coin, I haven't exactly lied, eh?”

“They might be two sides of the same coin, but they won't buy you equivalent merchandise.”

“No, they won't.” She's no empty-headed noble, I thought, and she's immune to flattery. “How do I turn the coin over, Lady?”

“Your deposit in Cove certainly helped.”

“I guess most people already know about that, eh?”

“You duped Scowling Tiger into thinking you'd bring the taxes to Emparia City yourself. Well done.”

What else does she know? I wondered, intrigued by her. “You also heard that he'd have ambushed us and taken our taxes.”

“I did. How did you know he promised Smoking Arrow he'd deliver the Caven Hills taxes? Somehow, Bear, you have a frightening ability to besmirch Scowling Tiger's face. If you keep doing that, you won't live very long.”

I grinned and said, “But, Lady, I find it so amusing.”

Laughing, she pounded her knee with her small, dainty fist. I found the gesture curiously masculine for a person so feminine.

“In truth, Lady, I've done only what I thought right for the people of the Caven Hills. For too long we've suffered in ignorance. I hope to remedy the situation. As Aged Oak said, 'to pilot the prefecture from poverty.' No stinking outlander noble like the Lord Prefect Tiger will stop me.”

She looked at me with a raised eyebrow, as though I were a fresh, cool breeze on a sultry summer day. “Tell me the truth, Bear. Most people believe you're a peasant warlord who cares less for the Caven Hills than you do for Scowling Tiger. Tell me, why'd you revolt?”

“You don't know?” As she shook her head, I wondered why that information hadn't reached the people most able to use it. Not one Imperial official, not even Aged Oak, had asked the same question. Did they care so little? I wondered. “My village, where my father was Elder, owed half the taxes from the year before and couldn't pay this year's taxes. Only two of the ten village families earned more than fifty taels per year. We had no choice. Thirty taels was already too much. The Lord Emperor's increase was the straw that broke the peasant's back.”

She nodded, looking thoughtful. “An odd turn of phrase, Bear. Most people I know say, 'the servant's back.' Are all the villages so poor?”

“Nearly all, Lady. All the villages around ours owed back taxes. Some of them had been in debt for three generations—before the increase.”

“Infinite knows why you rebelled, eh? Well, some people warned Smoking Arrow he'd have trouble. He got more than anyone expected. What now, Bear?”

She asked the question so casually. I wondered whether she was genuinely curious. Does she want to help? Is she perhaps my enemy's minion? I couldn't answer the questions. She was influential enough to know what Scowling Tiger said to Smoking Arrow and felt comfortable enough to call them by name. “Forgive me if I don't answer, Lady. I don't want you caught between me and the Lord Tiger. While I bear him no personal grudge, he most certainly has reason to bear me one.”

The servant touched her shoulder, and she glanced back, then nodded. “I have business elsewhere soon, Bear. First, you have admirers in high places who can't do what you've done because of those places. Second, your deposit was both foolish and prudent. Third, this humble lady would ask you please to forget your conversation with her. I have much more to lose than you, Bear.”

Seeing the simple honesty in her face, I wondered what that had cost her. I repaid her in kind. “Yes, Lady, I'll forget. I'd guess you're as famous as I am infamous—or at least enough that the flow would tell me your name. For your safety and mine, I won't consult it.” Then I frowned. “I'm sorry you need to go. I've enjoyed our conversation very much.” Standing, I bowed to her as any peasant would to a noble.

She returned my obeisance as if we were equals. Smiling, she disappeared into the trees like a wraith, her servant and warriors behind her.

Walking back to the hostelry, I felt pleased and puzzled both. She warmed me in all the right places and scared the Infinite out of me too.

The next day I endured more endless hours of waiting for the Emperor's summons. That afternoon I found the gardens again about the same time of day, hoping to meet her there.

Within minutes the Lady's personal servant appeared with two different guards. “You're not welcome here, Peasant. Please leave.”

“Eh? I don't understand. Just yesterday—”

“Has the Infinite addled your brains? I said you're not welcome here.” Suddenly, she guffawed and pounded her knee with her fist, then looked at me blankly. “Begone, I said.” The two warriors glanced askance at her, looking unsure of her sanity.

“Forgive me, I must not have heard you. I'll leave immediately.” Bowing, I left. The laugh and pounding of the knee had been a signal. The Lady, expecting me to return, had instructed her servant to do as she did.

The next day, the Lady appeared minutes after I stepped into the gardens. Her servant was with her, but she didn't have any guards. She was wearing her shield again. “Infinite be with you, Bear.”

“And with you, Lady. You look well.” I sensed she wasn't, but couldn't say so.

“Thank you, Bear. Forgive me my indisposition yesterday.”

“Nothing to forgive, Lady. I'm not worthy of your notice, much less your presence. You expected I'd return.”

She smiled. “The two guards who were with me the day before yesterday don't remember what happened.” She glanced away. “Having a Wizard convenient is almost necessary.”

A psychological Wizard? I wondered. “Do you regret having their memories erased?”

Frowning, she nodded, and something about her changed. “I don't encourage it, I don't condone it, I don't like it! Sometimes, the needs of government disgust me so much, I wish anarchy would come through here like a hurricane. When I consider what I'd have to give up of course I don't want any change at all.” She giggled at herself. “I'm so silly, aren't I?”

She's different today, I thought, wondering what had happened. “Your spirit looks heavy, Lady. I'm sorry to see it.”

Her mask fell away. She looked furious. Then the fury left her face. She sighed. “I want a cure for the cynicism of nobility, Bear, or at least an inoculation against its infecting me. I admire your idealism, your genuine desire to help your peasants. I'm sorry I laughed at you the other day. I didn't mean to be cruel. When I said some people think you care less for the Caven Hills than for Scowling Tiger, the opinion was my own. When a man of your origins finds himself in authority, he often adopts the methods and attitudes of his oppressors. Sometimes he adopts them to throw off his oppressors and finds he can't un-adopt them. He keeps them in repressed revenge, not realizing he's doing to others what his oppressors did to him. I couldn't believe that a person of your station who suddenly gained your power would want to help peasants.”

I thought about the callous attitudes underlying her opinion, so characteristic of nobility. About her ambivalence toward nobility, of whom she was one. About her simple honesty the first time we talked, when she asked me to keep our meeting secret. About her candor now. About the masks she needed to wear. About the caring I saw beneath her masks. About the price we pay for wealth, fame, influence—all those intangibles our society pressures us to want. About the self-respect that's too often the price.

“Why do you want to help them?” she asked without her masks.

“I'm one of them, Lady. By improving their lives, I can improve my own. My well-being depends upon the land and the peasants who farm that land. Starving peasants can't help anyone. Peasants taxed until destitute won't help anyone. Poverty in the Caven Hills is so oppressive they can't even help themselves. Why am I telling you? How can you understand the squalor and misery unless you've lived it? Unless you've felt its crushing weight on your shoulders, day after day and year after year?” I said angrily. Somehow, though, I knew she did understand—in the only way she could.

Looking inward at her soul, she looked so sad I wanted to take her in my arms and comfort her. “My Matriarch sometimes makes decisions I find abhorrent. I don't have the strength to tell her, of course. In the results of those decisions, I see the principle you stated so well to Aged Oak. You said, 'I govern with the consensus of the governed.' ” She smiled at me. “Don't worry that I'll betray his confidences, Bear. He and I have been friends for years. We're both the youngest of our families. Neither of us has an Infinite's chance of inheriting 'a bucket of fish heads,' as he calls it. We're both determined to do so—well, until yesterday. When he told me you'd said those words, I laughed. Right then I wanted to meet you. Anyway, my Matriarch doesn't realize how her decisions are spreading discontent among her daughters, or how the Matriarchy is withdrawing its consent from her. The Matriarchy is half the size as it was when she became Matriarch. Her indifference is a malaise that's infected most the nobility.”

“What would you do about it?” I asked.

“If I didn't have my position, Guarding Bear, I'd do what you're doing.”

Her addressing me by my full name was an honor that nobles rarely granted peasants, the custom to use the surname only. Her saying she'd revolt as I'd revolted filled me with gratitude and warmth. “Thank you,” I whispered.

Puzzled, she searched my face with her jade-green eyes, then smiled wistfully. “Time for me to go. I don't know if I'll see you again. My Matriarch may elevate me to such a high station that I won't be able to comb my hair without someone's saying how glossy it looks. Infinite help me when that happens, eh? I also won't be able to see you again.”

After a gratuitous chuckle, I let that mask fall away to show her my sadness. “I wish you could stay, Lady. I hope I see you again. I pray the Infinite grants you the strength to—”

I looked away, then back at her. “The strength to be exactly the person you want to be!”

“Thank you,” she whispered. Standing, she bowed to me as though my subordinate. With immense dignity and tears on her face, she walked away, looking very much like the vulnerable young woman she was.

Strolling through crowded streets, I returned to the hostelry, the problems of the Caven Hills forgotten. I remember thinking I wanted a mate like her. While her influence and beauty certainly attracted me, her caring and compassion were what I most liked. I prayed she developed the qualities she admired in me, the qualities she wished she had.

Moments before I arrived at the Peasant's Back, those around me paused in their hurry. They all looked toward the castle. Wondering what drew their attention, I checked the psychic flow.

From the castle spire, the Emperor Smoking Arrow announced that the Empress Steaming Water had resigned as Matriarch, that all her daughters but one had changed their matronyms to Stream, and that her youngest sister Bubbling Water was the new Matriarch. All so the Empress could care for the son she'd conceived for Smoking Arrow, his first child, his Heir.

Cheering erupted around me, and I was happy too. Like everyone else, I blessed the Lady Empress for giving the Empire an Heir. I didn't feel the same joy, however. My shock and sadness were so profound I could hardly think. The image on the flow of the new Matriarch, Bubbling Water, was the black-haired, green eyed woman I'd talked with not an hour before.

I thought I'd never see her again—not the real Bubbling Water.

* * *

Guarding Bear sighed, remembering his sadness. “Thank the Infinite, I did see her again—the next day, in fact—and eventually mated her too. With her help, I climbed to the top, left a trail of skulls and pissed on the feet of Emperors. I know she loves me, Hand. Infinite blast it, I wish she weren't so ruthless. She'd gouge out my eyes to save my head, not realizing I wouldn't want my head without them. Infinite bless her anyway. She's a wonderful woman, quick to anger perhaps but quick to forgive.

“Now, I'm forty-five and sick of killing and don't want to be the Peasant Upstart Usurper any longer. Odd I told you this story. I'd forgotten I told her that. Now, I need the strength of the Infinite to be who I want to be. I'll find that strength. I pray she'll like the change in me. The irony is I probably can't change if she doesn't change too. I want to die before she does, because I don't want to live without her. Don't tell anyone I said that, eh?”

Healing Hand hadn't heard him, having fallen asleep.

Am I that boring? Guarding Bear wondered with a sigh. Soon, drained by Imperial poisons, the scorn of his mate and self-disgust, he joined the boy in sleep, seeking a sanctuary the waking world denied him.







Chapter 9

“Wizard” is a title granted solely on the basis of ability. Wizards of each talent have to meet a set of criteria particular to that talent. Pyrathon Wizards, for instance, have to generate a thousand ergs in a single molecule from five miles away. Psychological Wizards must access ninety-five percent of the psychic frequencies and generate on each of them ten thousand psi, psychic energy units. Unlike hereditary nobles, certified Wizards cannot pass their title or the address of Lord to their children. Therefore, Wizards must endure years of schooling and apprentice work. Thus, we keep our ranks pure.—From a lecture entitled, “Social Stratum: The Wizard Elite,” by the Wizard Flowing Mind.

* * *

“Infinite be with you, Lord Wizard.”

“And with you, Lady Matriarch Water,” Spying Eagle said, bowing deeply.

Nodding to his obeisance, Bubbling Water took a moment to examine him.

Brown of hair, of eye, of skin, the psychological Wizard before her didn't conform to her expectation. Silent Whisper knew I needed the most qualified psychologist he could find, she thought. I expected a Wizard who is withered, wizened and wise. Spying Eagle's so young. Is he even qualified? she wondered.

Bubbling Water consulted the file in her hand.

A native of Emparia City, Spying Eagle was twenty-six years old, not long beyond his training. He was adopted at two months old and had quickly developed multiple talents. At seven, he'd enrolled in the Institute of Psychology, the youngest ever to attend the ancient school. He had graduated from the Institute at the top of his class. Spying Eagle had served under the Wizard Gentle Soul for his certification, earning the title of Wizard and the coveted address of Lord by age twenty. With credentials like his, the Imperial Sorcerer would've instantly accepted Spying Eagle as an apprentice. After his three-year conscription in the Eastern Armed Forces, Spying Eagle had instead set up a private practice in Emparia City.

In the antechamber, he hadn't moved, despite her scrutiny.

The usual incentives won't buy this man, Bubbling Water thought. “Thank you for coming here on such short notice, Lord Wizard. I'll pay you more than adequately.”

Spying Eagle held her gaze with his. “I don't care what you pay me, Lady Matriarch.”

She raised an eyebrow at him. “What brings you here then, Lord?”

“The subject, Lady Matriarch,” Spying Eagle replied.

“Who told you you'd be treating the Lord Bear?” she asked sharply, having instructed Silent Whisper to withhold the patient's name.

“The Lord Bear's disappearance last night and, uh, reappearance this afternoon, Lady, coupled with your summons.”

“Why don't you care what I'll pay?” Most assassins don't announce themselves, Bubbling Water thought, wondering how she could assure herself of his loyalty.

“Certain events in the Lord General's life have left unique impressions on a mind already unique, Lady Matriarch. His wild talent, the unhealed scar on his nose, his unusual rise from peasant to General, his period of illness. He's an interesting man.” Spying Eagle smiled.

“How did you know about my mate's illness, Lord Wizard?” Bubbling Water rarely thought about that horrible time in their lives.

“My father's an administrator at the Institute of Psychology. He assigned the Wizards you requested for the Lord General after his brother's execution. I know the accepted story—that he was vacationing. I wouldn't violate my professional ethics to mention to anyone what really happened.”

“Someone violated those same ethics to tell you.”

“Yes, Lady Matriarch, someone did. My father told me at my request.” He didn't look upset.

She nodded, having suspected as much, remembering his father. “Your only interest in the Lord Bear is occupational, Lord?”

“Yes, Lady. I'm trying to prove a correlation between the thickness of a person's outer cortex and the strength of his or her talent.”

“When you finish your study, I'd like to read it, Lord Wizard.”

Spying Eagle blinked. “Thank you. I'll remember to send you a copy.”

“Sorry to be so inquisitive, Lord,” Bubbling Water said warmly. “Some people would do the unconscionable to be in your moccasins.”

“Yes, Lady Matriarch, some would.”

If Spying Eagle had denied he was one of those people, Bubbling Water would've sent him away. She wondered how she could win his loyalty. “If the examination goes well, Lord Wizard, I might retain you on more than an incidental basis.”

“I'm not available on any other basis, and forgive me, Lady Matriarch, my loyalty isn't for winning.”

Smiling, she nodded. “It is I who must apologize, Lord Wizard. I wouldn't respect a person whose loyalty I can win. Unless given freely, without condition, such loyalty doesn't last.”

“Wise words, Lady Matriarch,” Spying Eagle said.

Bubbling Water liked how he acknowledged what she said but neither accepted nor rejected the apology. She liked his tact. “Yesterday evening, the Lord Bear disappeared for several hours. This afternoon, we found him in a brothel, blind drunk. The medacor who treated him found poison in his system, a gap in his memory and 'something else,' he said.”

“Who was the medacor, Lady Matriarch?”

She scowled. “Why do you want to know?”

“Do you have the Lord General's medical and psychological histories?”

His question startled her. “I don't know. One moment.” Bubbling Water queried her niece Trickling Stream on the third floor. “My secretary says the records are in Bastion, Lord Wizard. Again, why do you want to know?”

“For the examination, I need to know as much as I can, Lady Matriarch. I mean not to question your selection of physician. Medacors often refer patients to me—every medacor has his or her own methods. My knowing who treated the Lord General might help.”

“Oh, of course, Lord Wizard. The medacor was Healing Hand.” I've been under too much stress, Bubbling Water thought, having struggled lately to keep her poise. “Forgive me, I haven't been myself recently.”

“We're always ourselves, Lady Matriarch. At times however, we dislike what we think, feel or do. Perhaps, with your permission, I can make an adjustment for you.”

“I like to make my own adjustments, Lord Wizard.”

“I spoke badly. An adjustment I can help you make, eh? I also prefer to make my own, Lady Matriarch, but at times I need help.”

Bubbling Water regarded him standing there in the antechamber, having not yet moved his feet, nor even his hands. His utter stillness unsettled her. She knew few people who had this quality of complete presence. She probed him, expecting impenetrable mindshields. She found a mind open to her, his every thought and emotion there for her to examine. What immense inner strength he has, Bubbling Water thought, what deep spiritual faith.

“Very well,” she said, her intuition telling her she could trust this man completely.

The whisper of his probe brushed the edge of her mind, easing the anxiety she hadn't resolved on her own.

Immediately, she felt better. “Thank you, Lord Eagle. Infinite bless you. Please follow me.” Turning abruptly, Bubbling Water disappeared down a corridor.

* * *

Spying Eagle followed, noting the number and variety of statue. He wondered how different Guarding Bear's mental state was from his usual clientele. Having treated a few warriors, he knew their intense competitiveness and borderline paranoia. A hazard of occupation, he guessed.

Earlier that evening, Spying Eagle had visited his parents at home on the east side of Emparia City. He entered the library, his father's favorite evening haunt. Searching Eagle stood to greet his son and invited him to take a glass of wine, knowing he'd decline. Showing him the latest literature on the profession they both loved, his father treated him like an old friend.

A few minutes later, his mother Hovering Dove joined them. Unlike their son, neither Searching Eagle nor Hovering Dove was a Wizard. Even if they had been Wizards, Spying Eagle would have had to endure the same rigorous schooling and training to earn the title.

“The Lady Matriarch Water has asked me to treat someone at the Bear residence—more than likely the Lord General,” Spying Eagle said. Smiling his humorless smile, he added, “Tonight.”

Searching Eagle looked at his son gravely.

Hovering Dove said, “You're asking us to violate Wizard-patient confidentiality.” Both were administrators at the Institute of Psychology. They often learned details that their professional ethics forbade them to divulge.

Spying Eagle nodded. “Yes, I am—if you know something. I almost refused her request. Getting the Lord General's medical and psychological histories on such short notice would be impossible. Of course, you know how 'shy' I am toward our ruling classes.”

“Then why didn't you refuse?” his mother asked him.

“I don't know. I told the Lady I'd consider it, that if I accepted I'd be at the Bear residence in, well, an hour from now. You know my hypothesis?”

“A correlation between cortical thickness and talent strength,” Searching Eagle replied. “You think the Lord General might make a good subject?”

“That's one reason I didn't refuse. The other is his career.”

Hovering Dove smiled. “From ignorant peasant to the second most influential man in the Empire.”

“We've all heard the stories about his talent,” Searching Eagle said. He glanced at his mate, consulting with her mentally, the exchange so fast and garbled the Wizard could barely follow it. Mates of many years often communicated this way. “Very well, Son. This is a violation of our professional ethics and yours. Having said it, I won't mention it again.”

Sighing, Searching Eagle continued. “The Lady Matriarch Water asked the Institute to assign two Wizards to treat Guarding Bear shortly after Brazen Bear's execution. We know the story of his 'treachery,' eh? Scowling Tiger arranged it to win back Fleeting Snow. We all knew Brazen Bear would have the Infinite to pay for 'usurping' her from Scowling Tiger. The General eventually implicated Brazen Bear for treason by planting Broken Arrow banners in his home and contriving his 'plot' to assassinate the Lord Emperor Smoking Arrow. Then she did mate Scowling Tiger—which is why everyone now calls her the Traitress.”

“I thought the accusations were true.” Spying Eagle frowned. “Brazen Bear wasn't a traitor?”

“You never met Brazen Bear. I did, only once, but I've never met a person more at ease with himself, more friendly or charismatic. He couldn't have been a traitor. Anyway, the sibling-empathy link between the brothers was so strong that Guarding Bear wouldn't eat or sleep or talk with anyone after his brother died. The Lady Matriarch was worried that he'd decided to join Brazen Bear beyond. I assigned two Wizards who'd just graduated. They worked on Guarding Bear's mind for eight months before he returned to normal. Not long after that, Smoking Arrow died. Flying Arrow declared war on the Northern Empire, and Guarding Bear led our armies. The rest you know, eh?”

Spying Eagle nodded. He was disturbed that his father would say Brazen Bear couldn't have been a traitor on the basis of one meeting. “May I ask a few questions?” His father usually didn't make such sweeping judgments.

“Of course, Son,” Searching Eagle replied.

For the next half-hour, Spying Eagle asked about Guarding Bear's psychological attributes. From his parent's house, Spying Eagle had gone directly to the Bear residence, knowing a few specifics about Guarding Bear's mind.

Bubbling Water led him to a plainly adorned room. At the center stood a stuffed grizzly bear—not sculpted. A live raven was perched on its shoulder. In the far corner, just visible in the dim light, was a large man. His hair was black and unruly, his temples gray. His sonorous snore rumbled the room.

The Matriarch stopped.

The Wizard sensed her amusement.

Curled up beside the General was a boy. She gestured Spying Eagle to wait and stepped to the door. Moments later a servant appeared. “Take the boy from the room without disturbing his sleep,” Bubbling Water said softly. “Afterward, take the bird outside and release it.”

Gently, the servant lifted the boy and carried him from the room.

Spying Eagle detected the signature of a healer. “That's Healing Hand?”

Nodding, Bubbling Water frowned toward her mate.

Spying Eagle frowned toward the door. Usually, medacors were certified to practice after long apprenticeships—longer than the boy had lived. Even asleep, though, Healing Hand had shone with talent.

Pulling a portable shield from his belt, the Wizard set the dials and switched it on. Putting his thoughts and emotions into their niches, Spying Eagle quickly erased self from mind.

For an examination, a psychologist needed his mind to be a tabula rasa, a clean slate ready to record all impression without distortion. Everyone etched attitudes, beliefs and memories upon the tablet of consciousness. So deeply did they score the slates of their minds that new impressions had to fit between the old patterns, leaving little surface for learning. Spying Eagle cleared his slate until he had the minimum processing and memory needed to examine the General.

Sound waves shook the Wizard's eardrums. A part of his mind knew the mates were talking. Guarding Bear's assent entered the deep recesses where he'd withdrawn. Kneeling, Spying Eagle held his hands toward the General. Guarding Bear grasped them. The electrical shield adjusted to include him within its field. Spying Eagle felt the General's mindshields rise to defend him. With the skill of a lock-pick, he opened the shields, his father having given him the key.

The Wizard looked at the memory storage and retrieval systems of Guarding Bear's brain, the Matriarch having mentioned a gap. A person couldn't forget anything that had been moved to long-term memory. The mind distributed memories in assemblies of cells, spreading them among several regions, or cortices, of the brain. The hippocampus, a wishbone-shaped organ beneath the cerebral cortex, stored short-term memories before moving them to these cell assemblies. A person retained information by associating it with past events or previous learning. A memory stored without association was instantly forgotten. No Wizard could completely erase long-term memory—too many associations. The only way a Wizard could erase memory was to stop the hippocampus from moving short-term memories to long term.

Spying Eagle saw that the level of adrenalin in the hippocampus was low. In the body, adrenalin helped a person respond to danger. In the brain, adrenalin helped a person remember the danger and survive the danger again. The low levels in Guarding Bear's hippocampus suggested that someone had impaired his ability to move short-term memories to long term. Boosting the adrenalin to its usual level, Spying Eagle noted the traces of psychic signature.

Engaging his own memory, Spying Eagle sorted through the signatures of Wizards he knew and quickly found a match. The other Wizard's identity didn't surprise him. He guessed that it would infuriate Guarding Bear. The Sorcerer Lurking Hawk had delved into the peasant General's mind. Like medacors, each Wizard had his or her own techniques. Guessing that Lurking Hawk had also implanted Guarding Bear, Spying Eagle searched for a circuit of brain cells that looked like it might be an implant. He didn't have to search long.

One neuron linked three sensory clusters of fifty-four hundred neurons each to a cluster in the cerebellum. The neuron had three dendrites, the nerve branches long, their number few. Spying Eagle first traced the dendrites. One branch led to the auditory lobe, one to the visual lobe and one to the prefrontal lobe. In each of these, respectively, the brain made sense of sound, sight and psychic energy. In these lobes were three sensory clusters, each having unusually few connections with surrounding tissue. He traced the other end of the neuron, the axon, to the organ that coordinated multiple motions, the cerebellum. It stored a specialized type of memory called procedural learning. When a person repeated a task requiring little thought, the cerebellum soon “remembered” the motion. Thus the body learned how to do without a person's having to think. The place where the brain stored unconscious motions, the cerebellum was the logical place to put subconscious compulsions.

The structure was an implant. It worked as follows: When the General heard a specific word, saw a specific shape, probably a face, and detected a specific psychic signature, each trigger cluster would send an impulse to the decision neuron. When it received all three impulses, the decision neuron would activate the compulsion in the cerebellum. With one neuron connecting the clusters, disabling the implant was easy. He simply killed that neuron. As a precaution, he detached the neurons in the sensory clusters from one another, so they wouldn't accidentally activate. He also detached the neurons in the cerebellum cluster from each other.

Finished, the Wizard took a moment to look at the General's brain. The cerebral cortex was thick. Ridges riddled its surface. A rich childhood climate could make the brain so dense and convoluted. Or a potent talent, if Spying Eagle's hypothesis were true. Looking at the prefrontal lobes, which generated and decoded psychic energy, he smiled. Guarding Bear was a Wizard by all accepted standards.

Spying Eagle withdrew. Regaining control of his arms, the Wizard dropped the General's hands to break their link. The electrical shield now separated them. Spying Eagle regained an awareness of his surroundings.

He bowed to both the Matriarch and the General. “Your mental health, Lord General Bear, is excellent. Thank you for allowing me to examine you.”

Guarding Bear grunted, glared at his mate, stood and left the room.

Bubbling Water closed her eyes and sighed. “Please tell me what you found, Lord Wizard. I'll tell my mate later.”

“Yes, Lady Matriarch Water.” Spying Eagle wondered why Guarding Bear sought to avoid the inevitable. “I suggest that you have a Wizard more familiar with implants examine the Lord General for latent effects in a month.”

“Why, Lord?”

“I don't often use implants, Lady Matriarch. Their long-term effects when not managed properly outweigh any short-term benefits. Considering the Wizard who implanted the Lord General, I doubt that improving his health was the intent, Lady.”

Frowning, Bubbling Water asked, “Lurking Hawk?”

Spying Eagle nodded.







Chapter 10

Mates develop interdependence as their relationship lengthens. The longer the mateship, the deeper it becomes. In long mateships, the mates develop a psychic empathy that approaches the one-mind, two-body communion of identical twins. The partners become so alike in disposition, preference and perception that each can act and decide in the other's place with little difference in result. This similarity is both psychological and neurological. For example, the more a person uses a talent, the better the person becomes with it. The mate-empathy link has an analogous effect on a person's signature. The longer a person stays mated, the more adapted the person's frequencies become to the other person's. The neurons in the prefrontal lobes grow new dendrites to help the mates receive each other's emissions better.—Propinquity: The Mate-Empathy Link, by the Wizard Easing Comfort.

* * *

“Thank you, Lord Wizard.” Bubbling Water winced. Numb, she gestured him to follow and strode toward the antechamber.

First her daughter, now her mate.

At the house entrance, Bubbling Water said, “Lord Captain.”

Silent Whisper appeared and bowed. “Yes, Lady Matriarch.”

She looked at Spying Eagle. “I remind you that you treated both the Lord Bear and me, Lord Wizard. Lord Captain, take the Lord Wizard to the paymaster and have him paid whatever he asks.” She knew the amount would be reasonable. “Walk with the Infinite, Lord Wizard.” Nodding to acknowledge his bow, Bubbling Water turned to walk down the corridor.

“One moment, Lord Wizard. May I speak with you, Lady?”

She stopped to look at Silent Whisper. Alone, she guessed, and gestured him to follow a few steps along the corridor. “Yes, Lord?”

“If I may ask, Lady,” Silent Whisper whispered, “did the Lord Wizard perform to your expectations?”

“He did, Lord Captain,” she said, her voice low. “Why do you ask?”

“I know you don't have a Wizard in your service, Lady, and, uh…”

She smiled. “I asked him already, Lord. He doesn't want the post.”

“Eh?” The Captain looked baffled.

“What's the matter?”

“I, uh, don't, uh, understand how he could refuse a position in your service, Lady.”

Surprised, pleased and knowing his praise unintended, Bubbling Water smiled at him warmly. “Bless you and thank you, Lord Whisper. I hope you choose to remain with us for many years to come.”

The Captain grinned and half-bowed and turned red with embarrassment and couldn't find his tongue.

Bubbling Water spared him further discomfort. Bowing as if his equal, honoring him, she walked to the stairs. Dear Lord Infinite, please protect him, she thought, liking him and praying he lived longer than his predecessors.

She took the stairs. Halfway to the second floor, she saw that one of the recesses was empty. Odd, I thought we'd filled them all, she thought, unable to recall what had occupied the niche. Shrugging it off, she ascended to the next floor and looked down the corridor toward Guarding Bear's office. The door was open, the room dark. She was relieved. Her mate too often brooded upon the castle in the distance.

Beside her was the library doorway. She peeked inside.

* * *

Looking upward, Guarding Bear reached up to pull down a volume. A slim book slid outward from the uppermost shelf high above his head and floated down into his hand. Seeing her in the doorway, Guarding Bear smiled. “Lurking Hawk disease, eh?” he asked.

Looking sad, she nodded.

“Odd my talent didn't protect me. By the way, that Wizard's good. Let's retain him.”

“I tried, but he declined.” Bubbling Water shook her head at him.

“Sorry to hear that. Did you arrange an escort for him?”

“Oh, blast, I forgot. I'll have someone check that he got home safely.”

Guarding Bear sighed that they needed such escorts for their guests. “Last I remember was drinking the whole chalice of poisoned wine.”

“You knew Flying Arrow poisoned it?”

Guarding Bear chuckled. “Flying Arrow said, 'Let's drink to your new position,' and then he called for wine. When a servant brought it instantly, I knew he'd arranged it all to poison me. I played along, took the chalice, acted as if I'd drink and watched their eyes as they followed it up and down. They were so transparent I felt like laughing in their faces. I gave the Sorcerer my knife, turned my back on him and told him to kill me. He didn't, of course. A minute later, I turned back around, grabbed him by his collar and pulled his face to mine. I told him if he ever harmed Rippling Water again, I'd feed his testicles to the Emperor. Then I tossed him onto the dais steps, told the Emperor that I hoped the poison didn't kill me and drank it all.”

Bubbling Water looked at him, wonder on her face. “You baffle me, Guarding Bear. You're incredible, insufferable, courageous and foolish. I thought you were behaving strangely during the audience. Did you plan all that?”

“Not until I realized the Emperor wanted to poison me.”

“Why did you drink it?” she asked.

“If I hadn't, Flying Arrow would've electrocuted me for threatening him.”

“Healing Hand told me about the three assassins. You gave their weapons back, then turned around as though they weren't there. Why?!”

Hearing anxiety in her voice, Guarding Bear sighed. “You've probably noticed, my mate, that I'm not the same person as I was eighteen months ago. I can't tell you who I am now, but I've changed.” He stroked her cheek. Beyond the windows facing the street, flashes of light too bright caught their attention. Book in hand, he leaped to the glass and looked outside.

On the street two houses down, a psychic skirmish raged. Suddenly, it ended.

“Did he escape?” Bubbling Water asked, stepping toward him.

Guarding Bear shook his head, turned and put his arms around her.

“Blast him!” Bubbling Water spat, then sighed. “What book is that?”

He cradled her head to his shoulder. “Subjugating the Shrew, by Shaking Spear.”

She looked up at him sheepishly.

He guffawed. “My love, my love, I didn't mean to imply I need a lesson.” He kissed her on the forehead, his hand in her midnight wealth of hair. “Remember how we met? I told Healing Hand the story earlier. The young woman I knew then was the most beautiful in the land. She's not as young as she was, but she's more beautiful than ever. Her years don't reflect that, perhaps, but only because she has a beauty that time won't ever crack.” Guarding Bear felt her shields drop, and he welcomed her mind into his.

Warmth filled Bubbling Water's soul. Their mate-empathy link pulled their minds together, so strong and comforting that the last week might never have happened. Years ago, the Wizard-medacor Easing Comfort, who now served the bandit general Scowling Tiger, had told Bubbling Water about the mate-empathy link.

“… Eventually, the neurons in your prefrontal lobes grow new dendrites to help you receive his emissions better,” Easing Comfort concluded, touching the blond hair at his temple with a large hand. “In fact, you can become so sensitive to his psychic signals that you might die soon after he does.”

“Does that happen often, Lord Comfort?” Bubbling Water had asked.

“Oh, yes, Lady Matriarch. For mates of thirty years, twenty percent die within hours of each other. Of course, expecting to die when one's mate does is usually self-effecting, like any strong belief. It's also psychic, though. When one mate dies, the other experiences a backlash, an implosion you might call it. The neural-psychic interface assemblies—networks of neurons in the prefrontal lobes that generate and interpret psychic energy—suddenly drain of energy. Depending on many factors, it can be fatal.” Easing Comfort had smiled, his blue eyes bright and gentle.

Bubbling Water sighed in Guarding Bear's embrace. From within their mate-empathy link, the world looked less threatening. The edges of their minds meshed together, she let their joined thoughts take her away from her troubles. She felt his need to talk. For their mutual serenity, he kept his thoughts disciplined, enjoying their contact as much as she. Together they sought the spiritual presence of the Infinite.

A quiet scratching invaded their privacy. Bubbling Water's shields snapped back into place. They looked toward the door.

Silent Whisper stood in the hallway. “Forgive me for interrupting, Lord, Lady. The Lord Emperor's minions captured the Lord Wizard not far from here. I thought you should know.”

“We saw what happened, Lord Captain,” Guarding Bear said, gesturing toward the window. “We've had this happen before. For our protection and yours, please ask myself or the Lady Water if our guests require an escort.”

“Yes, Lord General, I will. Forgive me for not thinking of it.”

“The fault was ours, Lord Captain,” Bubbling Water said. “We shouldn't have allowed the Lord Wizard to leave without one. If you can, find out what happened to him. More than likely, we'll pay for our oversight. Do you know if he got hurt?”

Silent Whisper smiled. “I couldn't see, Lady, but the Lord Wizard's capture cost the Lord Emperor thirteen of his minions.”

“Good!” Guarding Bear said, cold cruelty hooding his eyes. Then he thought about the cost to their families—and wilted. “Find out their names, Lord Captain, and give the list to the Lady Stream.” He glanced at Bubbling Water. “She'll know what to do with them?”

Bubbling Water nodded, sighing. “She'll send our condolences to their families.”

“Eh? Condolences, Lady Matriarch?” Silent Whisper asked.

“They're citizens first, eh?” Guarding Bear said. “We should always remember that. Also, find out the names of the Lord Wizard's parents in case we need to send them condolences also.”

“Searching Eagle and Hovering Dove,” Bubbling Water said. “Let's visit them personally, Guarding Bear. They deserve that much, eh?”

“Good idea, my love. Lord Captain, thank you for reporting so quickly. You've done well your first week. The Lord Puma was scant with his praise. I'll commend him for referring such an efficient man.”

“Thank you, Lord,” Silent Whisper murmured, gratitude and confusion fighting to gain control his features. He bowed deeply and left quickly.

Bubbling Water eased herself into a chair. “I can't believe I reared Flying Arrow.”

“I'm surprised you survived it.” Something wasn't right about the Captain's reaction, Guarding Bear thought.

“Guarding Bear, would you please usurp the throne?”

They shared a laugh of pathos. A war to usurp would shed so much blood that the Caven Hills revolt would look like a pinprick. He sat at her feet and put his head on her knee.

She wound her fingers in his unruly locks. “Running Bear owns the brothel where we found you.”

“I wondered which one it was. Six months ago, he told me he'd bought a brothel and asked me not to tell you—didn't think you'd approve. I don't object. He'll learn from it and won't ask us so often for money, eh?”

“He also owns the courtesans and beats them.”

“Eh? 'Owns' them? 'Beats' them? Then he should sell them! Better yet he should free them! That boy puzzles me sometimes.”

“I thought he should free them too. I wanted to ask you first.”

Guarding Bear glanced up at her sheepishly. “Sorry I didn't do the same with Flying Arrow's offer. I must be bored to have accepted so rashly.”

Grinning, she tousled his hair. “Time to incite another rebellion?”

“You really do want me to depose Flying Arrow, eh?”

“No, not him. I want you to usurp the Caven Hills from that peasant upstart and carry his mate off as a spoil of war and ravage her passionately as you do all the women you meet.” Bubbling Water gasped. “Oh, that feels good! No, no, not here. What will the servants think? No, please, oh you know how much I like that, oh, you cunning linguist, you, no no no, wait, stop, not here, oh please. What if Healing Hand sees us? The little imp's probably watching. Wait, I said. Let's at least go to our wing, eh?” She pushed his head away and stood, biting her lip.

“Why did you bring him here? We already have a family medacor. She's just on vacation. When's Calming Touch due to return?”

Straightening her robes, Bubbling Water led him toward the door. “She'll be back tomorrow, probably so refreshed we'll want to go on vacation. Last night I had a vision that Healing Hand will become the Imperial Medacor. We should treat a future noble with all the hospitality our poor house can offer. Besides, his mother suggested it while she waits at her clinic for the Emperor's minions to approach her—if they know who he is.” Stopping at the top of the stairs, Bubbling Water looked at him smugly. “In the vision he serves my son the Lord Emperor.”

“That might be a mixed blessing. Which son? Not Running Bear I hope.”

“The vision didn't say. If Running Bear becomes Emperor, we'll talk about the glorious rule of Flying Arrow, eh?” They smiled at each other. “We say such terrible things about our son. We should have more confidence in him.” Descending the stairs, she pointed at the empty niche. “What happened to the statuette?”

“I don't know.” Guarding Bear frowned. “I remember a raven there, don't you?”

“A raven? Is that a big black bird? I found one perched … Never mind, Guarding Bear; I must have been dreaming.”

“Are you having more visions since Healing Hand cured Rippling Water?”

Reaching the base of the stairs, they turned toward the east wing, the wing they'd built for themselves. “I've had just the one.”

“Predict what will happen tomorrow at the negotiations,” Guarding Bear said, taking her arm in his.

“I've been hearing rumors all day about a secret alliance between Scowling Tiger and Snarling Jaguar. The Emperor wouldn't be so ill-advised, would he? What about the negotiations?”

“Flying Arrow's ordered me to mediate tomorrow evening.”

Bubbling Water stumbled and put a hand against the wall to steady herself. “Don't, Guarding Bear, you'll…”

He saw that the image was gone. He knew her prescience often flashed images through her mind faster than flame, leaving her with the smoke of emotion.

“Please don't,” she whispered, pushing away from the wall, looking at him, pleading with her gaze.

He frowned at her. “I'll just tell him I can't be there. I'll say, 'Forgive me, Lord Emperor, my mate has had a prescient vision that I'll probably attack Snarling Jaguar. Yes, Lord, she's probably hallucinating again. Even so, I'd feel more comfortable if I weren't there.' You tell him, eh?” He shook his head and led her into their suite.

She laughed at his mocking her. “I still want you to find some excuse not to go. I've already forgotten what I saw, but it felt disastrous.” Closing the door behind them, she leaned against it and looked at him. “Guarding Bear?” she asked quietly.

He turned to embrace her. “Yes, Bubbling Water?” he asked, holding the mother of his children and the woman he loved.

Her hands on both sides of his face, she asked, “Why the Infinite did Flying Arrow lure you to the castle?”

Guarding Bear answered her with a kiss.







Chapter 11

In the year of the Swords, 9302, the Eastern Succession didn't seem threatened. The Emperor Flying Arrow was young and virile. The record we have of his many consorts attests to his virility. His problem? He was sterile. History doesn't tell us how he became sterile. The Emperor ruthlessly discouraged historians from recording the facts. Nonetheless, our language itself bears witness to his sterility. Sunk in the reign of this tyrant is the origin of the phrase “empty quiver,” which now means an “ineffectual person or act.” We have Flying Arrow to thank for enriching our language with this amusing phrase.—The Fall of the Swords, by Keeping Track.

Castle Security will examine the minds of all personnel before they serve a single day and test them thereafter on a periodic basis. Those with manipulated minds will submit to more extensive analysis. Remember, once manipulated, always susceptible, since most Wizards install a disabler to ease later access. Security will dismiss outright from castle employ all personnel lacking a certifiable reason for their implants. Those implanted by unknown psychological Wizards will also be dismissed.—Personnel manual, Emparia Castle Archives.

* * *

Is my consort pregnant or not? Flying Arrow wondered.

From the balcony of his private suite high in Emparia Castle, the Emperor gazed toward the west. He probed the electrical shields that protected all but one part of the castle—the top of the spire thrusting toward the sky behind him.

Beyond the city walls glowed the camp of the Imperial Jaguar Entourage. Upon arriving early that morning, the entourage had ensconced itself six miles from the western gate of the city, around a grassy, easily defensible knoll. Shortly afterward, the Emperor Snarling Jaguar had come from the north, leading a detachment of forty warriors and a curtained, shielded palanquin.

They'd scheduled the negotiations for the morrow evening. Even now, rumors were spreading of an alliance between bandit and the Southern Emperor, rumors Lurking Hawk had falsified.

The Sorcerer should have examined her by now! Flying Arrow thought, wondering at the delay. Absently, he rubbed his left arm with his bandaged right hand. The arm ached constantly and throbbed whenever he used his electrokinesis. In the final battle between the Northern and Eastern Empires fifteen years ago, the Emperor Lofty Lion had injured the Emperor-elect Flying Arrow. Somehow, Flying Arrow had triumphed, disarming the Northern Emperor. A slash across the upper left arm, the wound had never healed properly. Not even Soothing Spirit could mend the injury.

Nor could the Imperial Medacor correct Flying Arrow's sterility. Finding out if she's pregnant shouldn't take the Sorcerer this long! the Emperor thought. Wondering whether to summon Lurking Hawk, he fingered the hilt of the Imperial Sword.

He glanced down at the diamond on the pommel, thinking about the power contained in the simple electrical circuits. Loosening his sash, Flying Arrow pulled the bejeweled scabbard from it. Caressing the plain, pewter-colored haft, he thanked the Infinite for placing the Sword in his grasp.

Without it, he'd have found daily life intolerable. His mother had died before bestowing half her reserve, and Flying Arrow's talents were so weak that they could hardly be detected. A person with trace telekinesis might wash the platters and goblets from the evening meal without wetting the hands. Flying Arrow couldn't lift the edge of a plate off a table without the Imperial Sword. With it, he could wash all the plates in Cove from Emparia City, including the clean ones.

The Sword was his unlimited source of energy. Without it he couldn't rule. What good is my rule without an heir? the seventh Emperor Arrow wondered, desperately wanting a son to follow him. Heaping curses on his father, Flying Arrow remembered the last time he'd spoken with Smoking Arrow, sixteen years before.

* * *

A pair of seven-arrow guards a pace apart and a pace behind him, the boy Flying Arrow walked toward the castle infirmary for his audience with the Emperor.

The daily sessions humiliated him. Smoking Arrow was near death, dementia having taken most of his mind. Soothing Spirit could treat the symptoms but couldn't cure the senility. The Imperial Sword stopped any attempt to meddle with the Emperor's mind.

Flying Arrow strode into the main infirmary, unarmed, having left the Eastern Heir Sword with the castle jeweler to have a new scabbard made. Patients occupied six of the twenty infirmary beds. The injured and sick stumbled from them to bow. One man, whom the medacors were growing a new leg, fell on his face. Flying Arrow guffawed derisively, his adolescent voice warbling wildly. The man looked at him angrily. The Heir groped for his Sword to take the man's head for his disrespect. Not finding it, Flying Arrow ordered the man to fall on his knife. The man slit his belly, spilling entrails onto floor. The Heir kicked the twitching corpse and derived so much pleasure that he kicked it again.

Then he turned into the corridor that led to the private room where the Emperor stubbornly refused to die. Striding between the pair of six-arrow guards at the door, Flying Arrow nodded to his two seven-arrow guards. They posted themselves outside the room with the Emperor's pair, closing the door behind them.

Smoking Arrow looked no closer to death than the day before.

“Lord Emperor Arrow,” Flying Arrow said ritually, bowing deeply.

The thin, wasted form on the bed stirred. A twitching hand rose. An eye opened and peered at him. The hand fell across the waist, onto the electrical-shield control unit. The shield shut off. The hand slid back to the hip, near the hilt of the Imperial Sword.

Flying Arrow opened his mind. The Emperor's inquiry was a senseless burst of energy. “What's the matter, you old grouse?” the Heir asked. “Can't you even send a simple question? Too senile?”

Smoking Arrow opened the other eye. Both blazed with fury. “You malicious brat!” he said, the words clearer than any Flying Arrow had heard in months. “I'm ashamed you're my son. Infinite blast it, if I had another I'd find a way to…” Smoking Arrow trembled and fell back in the bed, the skin across the face twitching.

There—I've heard the last from him! Flying Arrow thought.

The Emperor stirred.

“Even if you had another son, you wouldn't treat him any better than me!” the boy said. “I'm ashamed you're my father!” Flying Arrow put his hand over his mouth, frightened his father would incinerate him on the spot. A pyrathon of the pure-heat variety, Smoking Arrow wasted little energy on fire and light. Flying Arrow wished he had the Heir Sword. Then he remembered its circuits couldn't protect him from the Imperial Sword. If the Emperor so ordered, the Heir Sword would turn its terrible energy on its own wielder.

“Impudent whelp!” the Emperor hissed. “I knew I should have told the Lady Water to beat the Infinite out of you! With a little more discipline you might have been a decent man. As it is, you're just a despicable brat.” Smoking Arrow coughed once and laid his head to the side, his eyes closed, his chest still.

Flying Arrow watched him for several minutes, waiting for a sign of life, praying he'd never see his father stir again. There! he thought. He's dead! Rising from his haunches, the Heir stepped to the door. His hand on the latch, he heard a dry cough. Blast! he thought, and stepped to the bed. “Die, why don't you!” he screamed into his father's face. “Die, I say!”

The shriveled hand grasped the Imperial Sword; the diamond glowed.

Flying Arrow recognized the Emperor's emission, having felt his father query with the Imperial Sword before. He's trying to disinherit me! the Heir thought.

His father's eyes snapped open. “You're not wearing it!” he nearly yelled. His right hand clenched and unclenched the hilt. Turning his head away, Smoking Arrow snapped it back toward his son.

“Lord Emperor Arrow?”

The Heir Flying Arrow heard a voice far away.

“I think he's stirring, Lords and Ladies,” the distant voice said.

He became aware of pain and located a deep burning in his loins. How did I get hurt? he wondered.

“Lord Emperor Arrow? Can you hear me?” The voice sounded closer.

He opened his eyes to bright infirmary lights. Flying Arrow would've reached to find out why his nether regions hurt so much, but the presence of people stopped him. Around his bed were the members of the Imperial Ruling Council, the five men and three women who'd ruled during his father's decline. They all bowed as one, lowering themselves to their knees and putting their heads to the floor. Then, as one, they rose and looked at him, as if they expected something from him.

The fourteen-year-old boy looked back at them, puzzled.

“Perhaps the Lord Emperor doesn't know,” Scowling Tiger said from one side of the bed.

“How couldn't the Lord Emperor know?” Guarding Bear said from the other.

“When the Lord Tiger and I found the Lord Emperor,” Soothing Spirit said from the foot, “he was unconscious.”

Guarding Bear nodded. “Lord Nephew, I'm sorry to tell you. The Infinite has taken your father, the Lord Emperor Smoking Arrow, sixth of his Imperial lineage, to the great beyond. I humbly offer my soul and my sword to the Lord Emperor Flying Arrow, seventh of the illustrious Arrow reign. May the Infinite grant him the strength to rule wisely and well.” Guarding Bear put his head to the floor, straightened, and stepped back.

Scowling Tiger then stepped forward, glaring at Guarding Bear for usurping the honor of pledging his loyalty to the new Emperor first.

I'm Emperor, Flying Arrow thought in amazement and wonder. The thought ricocheted through his mind as each Council member offered his or her condolences and loyalty. The honor took the sting from his injuries. Later, after they'd all gone, he asked Soothing Spirit how he'd gotten hurt.

“Well, Lord Emperor, no one's sure. You don't remember?”

Flying Arrow shook his head, feeling very young, very vulnerable.

“Must have been your father's dying, I guess,” Soothing Spirit said. “His psychic reserve must have discharged. Not to worry, Lord Emperor. They're only surface burns. You'll have no problem siring children.”

* * *

Flying Arrow looked toward the west from his balcony high in Emparia Castle, remembering sixteen years of problems. Not one furrow of the hundreds he'd plowed had sprouted a single seedling, not even the virgin soil. Sighing, the Emperor prayed the Consort was pregnant.

The aged personal servant who'd served his father and grandfather before him approached. “The Lord Sorcerer Lurking Hawk requests audience with the Lord Emperor.”

“Finally!” Flying Arrow spat. “Bring him here!”

“Yes, Lord,” the servant said, unperturbed.

What took him so long to examine her? Flying Arrow wondered, turning back to the balustrade. He winced at the sharp pain in his upper left arm.

The rustle of robes alerted him to Lurking Hawk's approach. Flying Arrow turned and nodded to the Sorcerer's obeisance. “Well?” he asked without preamble.

“Do you realize the strength of her talent, Lord Emperor?” Lurking Hawk regained his feet, a small bandage above his eyebrow, a silver bracelet on his wrist.

“Is she pregnant or not?” Flying Arrow hissed.

Lurking Hawk sighed. “I couldn't determine if she is, Lord Emperor. Her talent stopped me.”

“What? You're the most powerful Wizard in the Empire! How can anyone's talent stop you, least of all a lowly consort's?”

“I don't know, Lord Emperor. I've never felt so frustrated. The first time I probed her, I found myself looking into the uterus of a mouse nearby. After several moments, I realized her talent had diverted my probe. I felt most upset.”

“Infinite blast it,” Flying Arrow muttered. “Did you try only once?”

“No, Lord Emperor. I tried seven times, each time increasing my power and my awareness of just how her talent works. Each time, I thought I'd finally penetrated her. Each time, I found myself looking into a uterus that was farther and farther from hers.”

“Can't you skirt her talent?”

“I doubt it, Lord Emperor. She claims to have no awareness or conscious control of it. From what I saw, the more intense the probe, the more her talent resists, as though it feeds off the energy of the probe itself. If you'll recall, Lord, I faced the same problem when I tried to erase her memory of the insemination.”

“I recall, Lord Hawk. Thankfully, she's so ambitious she won't tell anyone about it. I wonder how Castle Security cleared her.”

“What are you talking about, Lord?” Lurking Hawk asked, scratching his head.

“I'm asking how they verified she's free of implants, idiot!”

While most implants were constructive—for example, to prevent an addictive behavior or correct a hormonal imbalance—not all were benign. More Emperors had been killed by close associates implanted to kill than knives hired to strike in the night. Even the ancient personal servant, who'd served three generations of Emperors Arrow, might try to assassinate Flying Arrow because a Wizard had embedded in his mind a directive to kill. Hence, all castle personnel were tested, even the Emperor's personal Wizard, the Sorcerer.

“How could Castle Security insure she's clean of implants if they can't probe her?” Lurking Hawk muttered. “Of course, Lord! If no one can probe her, no one can implant her, eh?”

Flying Arrow nodded, finding no fallacy.

“She might even have a Wizard-status talent, Lord Emperor,” Lurking Hawk added.

“I'll just have to ask if she's pregnant.” Flying Arrow sighed. “How long until she'll know?”

“I can't say, Lord Emperor, but the Imperial Medacor would know.”

“Yes, he would.” Flying Arrow turned toward the Jaguar Camp. “Is everything ready for tomorrow?”

“Yes, Lord Emperor. Security arrangements kept me up all night last night, but everything is ready.”

“Get your lazy apprentice the Lord Illusion to do the drudgery, by the Infinite! Delegate, Hawk! I do.”

Like the Imperial Medacor, the Sorcerer trained apprentice Wizards in the final stages of their certification. Unlike Soothing Spirit, however, Lurking Hawk attracted few applicants and helped even fewer get certified.

“Yes, Lord Emperor.”

Too bad I can't get him to train his own replacement, Flying Arrow thought. “On the morrow morning, the Lord Bear begins at his new post, and—”

“Lord Emperor, forgive me for interrupting. I must object again to your appointing the Usurper to a post within the castle, especially one as sensitive as Security Commander. Besides, he's insane!”

Flying Arrow looked over his shoulder. “Listen carefully, Lord Hawk. The Usurper is less dangerous with a post than without one. The Usurper is less dangerous in a closer post than in a distant one. Furthermore, a person without office may perform certain acts without penalty. Those same acts as Security Commander are malfeasance of office. Having the Lord Bear near at hand will be much easier, especially in a position without real political influence.

“You will not question my decision again, Lord Hawk,” Flying Arrow ordered, his voice low. He turned back to the brightly-lit city. “I agree, though. The Infinite must have addled his brains for him to act that way. The insufferable peasant! If he hadn't drunk the poison, I'd have ordered him to fall on his knife and kicked his corpse across the Empire.” Since kicking that first corpse the day his father died, he'd kicked a thousand more. Flying Arrow smiled at Lurking Hawk. “What courage the Usurper has, eh? How did it feel when he told you to kill him?”

“He's crazy! Why did he do that?” Lurking Hawk picked at the bandage.

“Infinite knows. You're the psychologist—don't you know?”

“No, Lord Emperor, I don't. He's not like us.”

“No, he isn't. He's not the same person as when he retired, either. Anyway, as I was saying, the Usurper will be acquainting himself with his new position. I order you to give him all the help you can. You two will bury your hatred for each other until he's completely familiar with his new position. A personal animosity is poor reason for lax security, eh?”

“Yes, Lord Emperor.” Lurking Hawk's tone didn't agree.

“Any further information on the spies?” Flying Arrow abruptly changed the subject with the ease of a competent administrator.

“The four spies weren't, uh, skinned by the Lord Bear, as we'd presumed, Lord Emperor. A boy was responsible.”

“The boy's name?”

“I don't know yet, Lord, but I'll find out.”

“The Lady Water said a boy cured her daughter of your malady.”

“A boy, Lord Emperor? A boy removed the implant? That's preposterous, Lord. A boy might soothe the symptoms, but only a certified psychological Wizard could have removed the implant.”

“Oh? I thought you checked my cousin after the guards separated her from her mother.”

“Of course I did, Lord Emperor.”

Flying Arrow raised an eyebrow at him. “Imbecile! What did you find?!”

Lurking Hawk winced. “Someone had removed the implant, Lord.”

Nodding, the Emperor smiled. “Well, then, the boy might be useful for his talents.”

“Indeed, Lord. If he cured the illness I devised, he must be powerful. With skill like that, he might also know who implanted the infant. I tried to erase traces of my signature, as you suggested. We both know that covering all trace is impossible. All manipulations keep some signature of the psychologist. I've tried to find the boy, of course, but he vanished.”

A wicked smile appeared on Flying Arrow's face. “If the Lord Bear finds the boy and produces evidence you implanted his daughter, I'll have to disavow any knowledge of your actions, Lord Hawk. I'd lose a valuable asset. I suggest you redouble your efforts.”

“Yes, Lord Emperor.”

Flying Arrow faced the glowing lights of the city, turning his back on the Sorcerer. Guarding Bear might be insane, the Emperor thought, but he also has incredible courage.

Lurking Hawk turned to go.

Flying Arrow stopped him with a question: “Is the Lord Bear recovering from his 'inebriation'?”

“Yes, Lord Emperor. If I may, I wish to express my opinion that letting the Usurper live at all was ill-advised.”

“You may not. How often must I say it, Lord Hawk? A known enemy is sometimes better than the unknown enemy who'll fill his place.” Flying Arrow sighed. “I don't know why I espouse the arts of statecraft to such an inept pupil. Your former Emperor, that rat Lofty Lion, obviously extirpated what little ability to learn you might have once possessed.”

“Obviously, Lord Emperor,” Lurking Hawk said dryly.

Flying Arrow glanced at the other man. “Have you seen your former Emperor lately, Lord Hawk?”

The Northerner put his palm on his chest, a picture of innocence. “I, Lord Emperor? Not in fourteen years, thank the Infinite. Why do you ask?”

“My spies can't keep him under surveillance. I thought you might know the reason. He moves around much too well with the help of that staff. Thankfully, everyone believes he died during the interrogation of his people.”

“He was always a furtive man, Lord Emperor.” The Sorcerer stroked his silver bracelet.

“Yes, blast him. Where did he hide the Northern Heir Sword?” I have to find it! Flying Arrow thought, looking toward the city. His frustration with his fruitless, fifteen-year search was an open sore. Lofty Lion has to know where it is. Even my torturing and executing his every citizen didn't force the information from him.

“He didn't tell me, Lord Emperor.”

“Perhaps you know, Lord Hawk,” Flying Arrow said.

* * *

Lurking Hawk watched the Emperor carefully. He's so full of venom tonight, the Sorcerer thought. “We both know I detest him for killing my father, Lord Emperor. He wouldn't trust me with a lock of his mane.” Lurking Hawk sighed, the conversation so familiar he could have repeated it word for word. He knew the next words so well that he mouthed them as Flying Arrow spoke: “Skulking Hawk shouldn't have…”

“Skulking Hawk shouldn't have trafficked in talismans like that. Stupid to do something so blatantly illegal. He deserved to die. How much will the Lord Bear remember?”

“Nothing, Lord. Do you think I'd bungle so important an erasure?”

“What of activity at the Bear residence?”

“I soon hope to have a fix on what I think are Bear-allied insurgency cells in Emparia City, Lord Emperor. Twice in the last two days, Arrow counter-insurgency units detected a signal followed by widespread mobilization. The signals corresponded to two events: Your summoning the Usurper and the Whore's leaving the castle. I'm not sure, but I think that's when she realized we'd lured her mate here.”

“Oh, she realized, Lord Hawk. She reared me and knows me too well, eh? Surely, the Lord Bear told her you implanted her daughter. Care to wager when the Whore makes the information public?” Flying Arrow smiled that wicked smile.

If he hadn't needed Flying Arrow, Lurking Hawk would've shoved him off the balcony. “No, thank you, Lord.”

“Insurgency cells, eh? Time to clean out accumulated trash.”

“Yes, Lord Emperor, but I wouldn't entrust the task to the Usurper.”

“Nor would I. I'm not an idiot!” He snarled, rubbing his arm. “What of people coming and going from the Bear residence?”

“A psychological Wizard entered earlier this evening, Lord.”

“Did you think to interrogate him?”

Lurking Hawk sighed, feeling badgered. “Of course, Lord Emperor. I haven't failed to learn that tool of statecraft. The psychologist didn't restore the memories, but he did remove the implant I installed.” Flying Arrow had told Lurking Hawk to implant Guarding Bear to lose control of his bowels during the negotiations.

“Blast! Now the Usurper won't shit on himself tomorrow evening. If that meddling Wizard hadn't removed the implant, he'd have besmirched his own face so much he'd have fallen on his knife in shame.”

“Yes,” the Sorcerer said, “how unfortunate.” Blast! the Northerner thought, now the Usurper won't attack the barbarian Emperor under the Inviolate Insignia and bring destruction upon the Eastern Empire. If that meddling Wizard hadn't removed the implant, I'd have avenged the murder of my people.

“Did the psychologist determine who implanted the Usurper, Lord Hawk?”

“Uh, I don't think so, Lord Emperor.”

Flying Arrow looked at him. “Don't you know?”

“Uh, no, Lord, I, uh, I don't.”

Flying Arrow stepped toward the psychological Wizard. Looking into the man's face, he asked, “What happened, Lord Hawk?”

Lurking Hawk felt a trickle down his back. “I, uh, must have been weary, Lord. I couldn't find a way past his shields. I nearly fainted from trying, Lord Emperor!”

“A boy cures a malady induced by your implant, a consort resists your probes, and another Wizard's shields prove impervious to you. Lord Hawk, this emerging pattern alarms me.” Flying Arrow guffawed. “You still have your uses, Lord Hawk. What did you do with this Wizard after questioning him?”

“He's still in the dungeons, Lord.” The Emperor usually doesn't question what I do with my victims, Lurking Hawk thought. “I'll probably station him at the worst post possible.”

“At Burrow Garrison, eh?”

“Indeed, Lord Emperor.”

“Since it's just across the border from the fortress, Scowling Tiger and the other bandits can do your killing for you.”

“Yes, Lord Emperor, how perceptive.”

“What's your opinion of this Wizard's abilities?”

“Formidable. He killed quite a few warriors before one thought to turn on a damper. Even so, he lacked a spine. He wouldn't be able to endure a post requiring real responsibility.”

“What's his name, Lord Hawk? I'd be prudent to keep him in mind if ever I need another Sorcerer, eh?” Flying Arrow smiled that smile at Lurking Hawk.

“Prudent, yes, Lord Emperor,” Lurking Hawk said, hating the other man.

“I want his name, imbecile!” Flying Arrow spat.

“Forgive me, Lord Emperor. Spraying Egret, I believe it was.”

“Investigate him fully, Lord Hawk. Submit the report in writing.”

“Yes, Lord Emperor.”

“Anything else?”

“Not that I know of, Lord Emperor.”

“Begone, Lord Hawk.”

Lurking Hawk made his obeisance and retreated.

* * *

The Emperor turned to contemplate the city aglow below, kneading his aching left arm.

Is my consort pregnant or not? Flying Arrow wondered.

Infinite help me if I have to arrange a similar insemination. Blast you, Father, you deliberately insured I'd never sire a child. May the Infinite roast your balls for all eternity!

I must have an Heir!







Chapter 12

The social and legal forms that developed during the supremacy of the Swords show us the many ways that the societies tried to check their tyranny. Listen to the list of examples: The matriarchies, receivership, the Inviolate Insignia, the Council of Physicians, the title of Wizard, the Imperial Ruling Councils, the Southern Satrapies, the Eastern Prefectures. We need not look far to see that the struggle against the Swords was deep, pervasive and lasting.—From a lecture by Keeping Track, historian and author of The Fall of the Swords.

The worst successions aren't even successions. They're interregnums, periods between reigns when Empires are torn asunder in the struggle between rival claimants. Interregnum successions occur when an Emperor doesn't appoint an Heir or has no Heir apparent. Sometimes the Imperial Sword kills the Heir, usually because he hasn't wielded the Heir Sword long enough. Ironically, the Heir Sword's primary function is to assure the succession. Even the Swords, however, cannot assure that the people will approve of the successor. When power changes hands to an unknown or unpopular Emperor, migrations often follow, sometimes civil wars.—Interregnums: Desperate Times, Tumultuous Times.

* * *

From the amphitheater ceiling hung the Inviolate Insignia, a map of the continent on the silk tapestry. Three quarters of the map bore the emblem of an Imperial Family. One quarter of the tapestry was empty of emblem, the northern lands empty of Empire. Fifteen years ago, Guarding Bear had conquered it, and Flying Arrow had massacred its peoples.

Everyone in the four Empires—whether bandit or citizen, peasant or noble, poor or rich, young or old—regarded the Insignia as sacred. During war, the Insignia might enforce a truce in the midst of battle. During peace, the banner might lend inviolacy to the participants in negotiations, as on this occasion.

The single prohibition of the Inviolate Insignia was simple and clear. The banner protected everyone at functions over which it flew. The penalty for violating this proscription was severe, the violators pursued more pitilessly than the makers and traders of talismans. The last time an Emperor had abused the Insignia was so far in the past that no one remembered the exact date. Everyone remembered the result, however. Three Empires had fallen on the offending fourth instantly after the violation, and within months had razed it.

A strip of cold stone twenty paces wide divided the large, packed amphitheater. At either end of the strip sat a meditating rapathon who would broadcast the negotiations on the psychic flow to a watching Empire. Both were able to translate events without coloring their narrative with opinion or emotion.

On either side of the empty strip sat a group of finely-dressed nobles. The members of each watched the group opposite.

Hanging from the ceiling on one side of the amphitheater was a blue and white banner of a seven-arrow quiver. His right hand bandaged, Flying Arrow sat at the front of the Eastern delegation on a six-inch dais. Seated behind him on blue and white marble were his closest advisors. Among them were Lurking Hawk and Guarding Bear, glancing warily at each other. In the next row was the Emperor's personal guard. Behind them, ranked by lineage and station, sat the nobility of the Eastern Empire. Gathered was ninety-five percent of the wealth and power, and less than a half-percent of the people.

Across the room, from the ceiling above Snarling Jaguar hung a brown and gold banner, on it a three-headed jaguar. The Emperor sat on a cushion at the front of his entourage, a single large sapphire adorning the Sword at his side. He watched the group opposite him and paid no attention to the activity behind. Among the Emperor's closest advisors were the Southern Sorcerer, Hungry Pirhana, and the Commanding General and Southern Heir, Stalking Jaguar, talking quietly with each other. Behind them, around a shielded, curtained palanquin, milled bureaucrats and sycophants of the Imperial Jaguar Entourage.

From his seat between Soothing Spirit and Aged Oak, Guarding Bear looked closely at the Southern Emperor Snarling Jaguar, glancing away only to glare at Lurking Hawk.

Like all the people behind him, Snarling Jaguar was a man of ebony skin. Tiny ringlets of midnight coil capped his head. Black irises punctured ivory eyes wise with years of difficult decision. His robes fit him like a second skin, made from the finest silks. Other than the Imperial Sword, not a bauble of jewelry adorned his person—except his hands. From his wrists to the ends of his fingers, a splendor of precious metal encased strong hands, an Emperor's ransom in silver, gold and platinum.

“I hear you disarmed three assassins and gave them their weapons back,” Aged Oak whispered to Guarding Bear. Over the years the wrinkled man had unlearned the metaphor-laden dialect of Cove, the fishing port where he'd grown up. Now he spoke as well as most nobles.

“You hear the wildest rumors, my friend.” Guarding Bear glared at the Sorcerer.

Aged Oak saw the glare and smiled. “I also heard you gave the Traitor your sword and told him to kill you.”

“Ludicrous.” Guarding Bear grinned at the Commanding General beside him. “It was only a knife.”

Aged Oak's cheeks wrinkled up and puffed with stifled laughter. “Is the rest of that story true?” He'd taken command of the Eastern Armed Forces eighteen months ago, when Guarding Bear had retired.

“Of course not,” the retired general said automatically.

The General Oak smiled. The General Bear always denied the thousands of rumors about him. “Listen, my friend, if I had your face, I'd be Emperor by now.”

“If you had my face, you'd just be ugly.” He returned his gaze to Snarling Jaguar. “Do you think he's uglier than me?”

“That barbarian? Not with that scar on your nose.” Aged Oak chortled.

The scarred General nudged the wrinkled General. “That's why I keep it.”

“You'll need more than an ugly face today, my friend.”

“A few ugly secrets will do.” Guarding Bear smiled as his old friend tried not to laugh aloud. The last nobles began to settle themselves. As always before a battle, the retired General thought through what he knew about his enemy, forgetting his promises.

The second son of the Emperor Scratching Jaguar, Snarling Jaguar hadn't grow up a typical younger son. A quiet, studious boy, he never became the profligate prodigal everyone expected. Through his youth Snarling Jaguar lived in the shadow of his older brother, the Heir Leaping Jaguar. Scratching Jaguar virtually ignored him while grooming his older son for the throne. Snarling Jaguar grew up without limits but with the wealth of an Empire at his disposal.

A boy in such situations usually spent until his purse was empty, drank until his brains had pickled, fornicated until his sack was dry, and died before he was forty. Not Snarling Jaguar. Instead, he studied every subject his father forced upon his brother, practiced with every weapon in the castle and attended every council his father held.

As Scratching Jaguar grew older, Leaping Jaguar's distaste for administration became plain. As Commanding General of the Southern Armed Forces, Leaping Jaguar was nearly invincible, bettering his younger brother only in warfare. In a petty skirmish with the Western Empire, however, five years after the Caven Hills revolt, Leaping Jaguar walked off the battlefield and left his army without a leader. As the Western Forces were about to rout them, Snarling Jaguar appeared in their midst and led them to victory.

When he heard what happened, Scratching Jaguar disinherited his eldest son, ordering the Heir Sword to reject its wielder through the Imperial Sword circuits. Usually such a disinheriting killed the Heir, but Leaping Jaguar survived it. Scratching Jaguar ordered him brought to the castle in chains to face charges of treason. Bandits ambushed the escort and Leaping Jaguar fled. The Emperor declared him an outlaw, invested Snarling Jaguar as his Heir, and sent him to capture his brother. He never did. Somehow, Leaping Jaguar always eluded him.

When Scratching Jaguar died, Snarling Jaguar became Emperor in the most peaceful transfer of power in recent memory. Life in the Southern Empire continued uninterrupted. The few dissenters only whined that Snarling Jaguar didn't pursue his older brother with more vigor.

During the reign of the third Emperor Jaguar, the Southern Empire prospered. Snarling Jaguar fought only four small wars with his neighbors. Three he fought with the East, little more than skirmishes, none of which he provoked and all of which he lost. Southerners were happy with his reign and deemed it just, wise and sound. Snarling Jaguar promulgated few laws, repealed many more, and sought the opinions of those who dissented. Taxes were fair, his bureaucracy small. Building nothing lavish, he preferred canals, roads and other infrastructure over grand but useless monuments to himself. In a thousand ways, Snarling Jaguar was an exemplary Emperor.

Unable to find fault with what Snarling Jaguar had done, Guarding Bear frowned. His character's as important as his history! Having once bargained with him over an exchange of prisoners, Guarding Bear searched his memory for a smudge on the dark Emperor's spotless character. Nothing came to mind.

Blast! Guarding Bear thought, seeking the weakness, knowing it there. Think carefully now, he told himself. Snarling Jaguar's bureaucracy is small because he likes to manage it all himself. That's why he took the tiger cub north instead of delegating the task to someone else. He's admirably patient and thorough. Fluent in all the languages, Snarling Jaguar speaks even the dead tongue of the north. He'll probably speak for himself today, while I'll be Flying Arrow's voice. Since he places the interests of his people and Empire above his own, he'd abdicate if he thought another could rule better than he. He likes to win his battles, as we all do. Even so, he loses them well, submitting when he knows he can't win. He's fair and impartial and I'm getting a headache trying to find the chink in his armor.

Seeing that Flying Arrow was about to begin, Guarding Bear sighed. “Lord Oak,” he whispered, “what's the Emperor Jaguar's weak point?”

Aged Oak answered quickly. “He's too nice, Lord Bear.”

* * *

The diamond-adorned Sword across his lap, Flying Arrow slowly bowed. Waiting for this cue, Snarling Jaguar bowed slowly too. Both bowed to the same depth for the same duration. Protocol was essential in this situation. The slightest deviation might be the excuse either man needed to declare war. An Emperor usually chose a trusted negotiator to speak in his place, to decrease the chance of mishap or offense, so he'd lose less face if the haggling went against him, and since bargaining about something as trivial as land was beneath the dignity of his station.

“Welcome to my castle, Lord Emperor Jaguar.” Flying Arrow smoothed an imaginary wrinkle in his impeccable robes.

“Thank you so much for inviting me, Lord Emperor Arrow. It's an honor to be a guest in your home.” Snarling Jaguar's speech was almost flawless, despite the foreign language.

“Forgive me for inviting you here, instead of traveling myself to your lands, Lord Emperor Jaguar. I hear the jungles of the Southern Empire are lush and fragrant.”

“Indeed, they are, Lord Emperor Arrow. The travel was more a pleasure than a nuisance, and a welcome vacation.”

Flying Arrow stifled his urge to mention the detour through the Windy Mountains, knowing the General would do the accusing. “It's so important, Lord Emperor Jaguar, that we have vacations.”

“I agree, Lord Emperor Arrow. Sometimes I get so caught up in governing my subjects I forget they're people.”

The arrogant, ignorant barbarian, Flying Arrow thought. “Hearing such wise words from a fellow Emperor pleases me, Lord Emperor Jaguar. I pray your mediator's as wise.”

“I doubt my choice of mediator will be as sagacious as yours, Lord Emperor Arrow.”

“You've brought many men more than able to speak for you, the Lord Sorcerer Hungry Pirhana and the Lord Heir Stalking Jaguar among them. If I may greet them, Lord Emperor Jaguar?”

Snarling Jaguar consented, and the two Southerners put their heads to the floor as Flying Arrow acknowledged each with a nod.

“You also, Lord Emperor Arrow, have availed yourself of the eminence of the Empire. Your appointing the Lord General Guarding Bear as Security Commander pleased me. A post most suited to his talents, if I may presume to say. May I greet the Lord General?”

“You may more than greet him, Lord Emperor Jaguar. I hereby invest the Lord General Guarding Bear with the power to speak for me in the matter before us today.”

Snarling Jaguar chuckled, as if amused that his colleague had cut short the prolonged ritual. “You couldn't have chosen better, Lord Emperor Arrow. I prefer to speak for myself.”

A gasp swept through the amphitheater. This assertion rescinded all protocol governing the negotiations. That an Emperor might bargain with his own mouth was unthinkable, and therefore, without etiquette. Several advisors leaned toward him in obvious dissent. Snarling Jaguar silenced them with a jingling, gleaming gesture and settled himself on his spare, simple cushion.

* * *

How difficult such situations are for those who live by imposed rules, Guarding Bear thought, situations in which only their own scruples govern their behavior. How afraid they must get. Guarding Bear watched his nephew.

Flying Arrow squirmed nervously. “So be it, Lord Emperor Jaguar. I hope this unusual approach is without ill result.”

“The only result, Lord Emperor Arrow, will be my gaining Swan Valley.”

Flying Arrow frowned, glancing over his shoulder. “Lord General Guarding Bear, please honor us with your mediation.”

“I'm not worthy of this honor, Lord Emperor Arrow,” Guarding Bear said ritually, bowing deeply.

“True, Lord Bear, but you'll mediate anyway.”

“Yes, Lord Emperor Arrow.” Guarding Bear ignored the insult. One by one, as required, he divested himself of weapons, gravely handing each item to the Commanding General Aged Oak, who took each with equal gravity. Then he glanced at Bubbling Water, who sat between the Imperial Consort Flowering Pine and Aged Oak's mate, the Matriarch Shading Oak. He touched Bubbling Water's mind with his love. Smiling, she mentally wished him luck.

Again Guarding Bear bowed to Flying Arrow. Standing, he stepped past his nephew onto empty floor and walked five customary paces toward Snarling Jaguar. Unarmed and feeling naked, Guarding Bear smiled and bowed.

Since retiring eighteen months ago from all positions except Caven Hills Prefect, Guarding Bear had grown irritable with his extended hibernation, bored with long hours of little activity. Only after he'd accepted the Emperor's offer had Bubbling Water warned him of trouble. This morning, Guarding Bear had debated turning down the castle position and disobeying the order to mediate here. Knowing what Flying Arrow would do if he refused, the General had decided to mediate today and resign the post promptly afterward.

How he wished he could have heeded Bubbling Water! Her prescient visions had grown more frequent and clear since her sip from Healing Hand's fountain of youth. Her premonition of disaster for today gnawed at his bowels.

Lifting his head from the floor, Guarding Bear eased himself back on his haunches, wishing he were elsewhere.

“Infinite be with you, Lord General Guarding Bear.” Snarling Jaguar nodded to acknowledge. “Forgive me if I don't join you five paces in front of my entourage, Lord General. Allow me to add how pleased I am to see you again.”

Guarding Bear searched Snarling Jaguar's face, recalling Aged Oak's words a few minutes ago: “He's too nice.” Snarling Jaguar hasn't hurt me! What did you promise yourself after your brother's widow Fleeting Snow stopped you from killing her mate, your ancient enemy Scowling Tiger? That you won't war except on those who war on you, that you won't kill except those who try to kill you. What the Infinite can I do? Guarding Bear asked himself, tired of battling every shadow and knowing no way to remove himself from this diplomatic battle between Emperors.

Resigned, Guarding Bear reviewed his latest reports. At the caves of the Elk Raiders, an unknown woman had joined the Emperor's company. The Brothers Jaguar had quarreled just before the Emperor left. From the fortress, Scowling Tiger had covertly called for warriors and arms, as if preparing to launch mayhem from the mountains. Most damaging was the rumor that the talented tiger signified an alliance between bandit general and Southern Emperor.

“An honor to see you, Lord Emperor Jaguar. Infinite be with you as well. I understand why you're reluctant to appoint a mediator in your place.” Guarding Bear grinned. “Then you won't do anything ill-advised, eh Lord?”

“This way, Lord General, I may better guide the destiny of my Empire.”

“Which you've done, Lord Emperor Jaguar, with alacrity and grace ever since your traitor of a brother betrayed his own … Uh, forgive me, Lord, for blundering into the unmentionables.” Smiling as though ashamed, Guarding Bear bowed his head in mock meek apology, his thirty years of warring a cage that confined him still. “How is your brother the Lord Bandit Leaping Elk, may his scant rack of horn become some hapless hunter's trophy?”

In situations this sensitive, the participants' language was often indirect, full of metaphor and innuendo. What they said indirectly they didn't really say. What one inferred from the other's speech they could discredit as the exaggeration of the eager to take offense. Thus, Guarding Bear merely alluded and implied, instead of accusing directly.

I don't want to accuse him of anything! he thought helplessly, struggling to squeeze between the rigid bars confining his behavior.

Snarling Jaguar chuckled. “Unfortunately, the Infinite hasn't arranged that yet, Lord General, despite my prayers. Someday perhaps. The Lord Elk asked me to send his respects if I saw you. I believe what he said was, 'May your buttocks boil in bear fat.' ”

Guarding Bear bellowed with laughter that sounded forced and nervous. I'm no stinking noble so worried about face I can't be myself! he thought, thrashing at the bars of his mental cage. “What else did the Lord Elk send with you, Lord Emperor? A crooning concubine for the dull, dusty travel?” He sighed that he couldn't control his tongue.

“He might have, Lord General. I don't remember,” Snarling Jaguar said, as if the matter were beneath him.

“The Lord Emperor Jaguar should guard his concubines vigilantly,” Guarding Bear needled, telling himself to stop. “A hungry tiger stalks the Windy Mountains.”

“More than a hungry tiger, Lord General. All the wolves gather to feast on the sheep fattening to the east.”

“Beware the sacrificial lamb, Lord Emperor Jaguar. What looks like juicy mutton is actually a lean wolf in sheep's clothing.” Guarding Bear felt so tired of being a wolf he wished he were a sheep. Then he chuckled at himself. Much better to be a guarding bear, eh? Infinite grant me the strength to be exactly who I want to be!

Snarling Jaguar chuckled, his voice deep. “I must yield, Lord General. You're so much more adept at this playful banter than I.”

“The Lord Emperor Jaguar wastes praise on enemies.” I'm not Snarling Jaguar's enemy! Guarding Bear thought. “So much better, I think, to save praise for allies, wherever they might be, eh Lord?”

Snarling Jaguar frowned, then smiled as though to cover his discomfort. “Oh, I agree, Lord General. I praise all my allies.”

“Instruct me on a minute point of statecraft, Lord Emperor Jaguar. Is it better to give an ally fine words or fine gifts?” Why can't I stop acting this way? Guarding Bear wondered. Infinite blast it, why can't I stop!

“Most people quickly forget fine words, Lord General, and long remember fine gifts.”

Instinctively, Guarding Bear pounced on Snarling Jaguar's argumentative jugular. “If you gave all allies what you've given one ally, Lord Emperor Jaguar, you'd have nothing left in your menagerie, eh?”

Guarding Bear's pain of being unable to change his behavior began to mutate into something ugly, something animal, something feral.

* * *

Why does he look so angry? Snarling Jaguar wondered, deciding not to respond to the verbal thrust. Think! the Emperor told himself.

When Flying Arrow had first appointed Guarding Bear his mediator, Snarling Jaguar had welcomed the idea, wanting the chance simply to talk with the other man. Since he respected—and would almost admit to liking—the General, Snarling Jaguar had always wondered what Guarding Bear the person was like. The Emperor wouldn't have let such an opportunity pass, even at such an unsocial event.

Guarding Bear's relentless probing throughout the negotiations had felt like an interrogation, however. Even after Snarling Jaguar had yielded victory in the verbal joust, Guarding Bear had continued to needle him—leaving him groping for reasons.

Arriving the morning before, he'd heard the rumors of alliance between himself and Scowling Tiger. Well-advised enough not to make a foolish pact with an outlaw, Snarling Jaguar had discounted the rumors, knowing them planted. Most Emperors used the psychic flow to spread such misinformation. He knew Flying Arrow had only one purpose in concocting the rumors: To gain an advantage here today. Snarling Jaguar had laughed within, savoring his expected victory over Guarding Bear and Flying Arrow.

Now, thinking a Bear spy had infiltrated his entourage, Snarling Jaguar believed the whisper that Guarding Bear had the most extensive spy network anywhere. Little surprise that he knows about Scowling Tiger's call to arms, the Emperor thought.

What he'd never expected was the incongruity between Guarding Bear's speech and behavior. Why's he so angry? Snarling Jaguar wondered. Does he truly think I'd ally myself with his ancient enemy? Why does an astute man like Guarding Bear deceive himself that way? How can I prove I have no alliance? Ah ha, I know…

“I'll never exhaust the Menagerie, Lord General.” A gleam in his eye, Snarling Jaguar crashed metalled fist into metalled palm to emphasize his words. “The animals are far too valuable to give away, but I often trade them away!”

“What?!” Guarding Bear asked.

“Lord General, I didn't give the tiger cub to the bandit general Scowling Tiger and I haven't allied myself with him, as you've worked so hard to imply. I merely traded the beast for a creature far more valuable!” Snarling Jaguar leaned back and loosed a bright snarl of laughter toward the ceiling. His ferocious hilarity ceasing abruptly, the Emperor looked back among his functionaries and signaled.

Guarding Bear sighed, his relief plain. “Thank the Infinite, Lord Emperor Jaguar. I knew you too wise to make that bandit an ally, but I don't understand, Lord. What creature? You didn't bring any animals back from the Windy Mountains.”

A struggle near the palanquin added to the activity behind Snarling Jaguar. He snarled an order, and the crack of fist on face ended the struggle. A lightly-armored, heavily armed guard carried a limp, sheet-wrapped form toward the empty floor. The warrior dumped the bundle beside the Emperor. “Animal, Lord General? I didn't mention an animal. You should have better information.” He ripped the sheet away.

Her skin the pink of chrysanthemums and her hair the white of freshly fallen snow, the unconscious woman groaned. A thread of bright crimson trickled from lip to chin. Gasps swept through the nobles of the Eastern Empire, the Traitress known to them all, her name Fleeting Snow.

Guarding Bear, former Commanding General of the Eastern Armed Forces, conqueror of the Northern Empire, and Prefect of the Caven Hills, leaped at the Southern Emperor Snarling Jaguar.







Chapter 13

A sectathon measures disruptions in the psychic flow the same way an eye measures light. The psychic receptors in the prefrontal lobes of the brain, just behind the forehead, detect minute variations in the intensity, direction and frequency of ambient psychic energy. With this talent a sectathon can identify people from a distance, even a person using mindshields, because of the shields themselves. The only two ways to prevent a sectathon from identifying someone are to place the person behind an electrical shield or beyond the range of the sectathon's talent. To identify someone, the sectathon has to know the signature's attributes and must be close enough to distinguish those attributes.—Sectathonics: The Psychic Eye, by the Sectathon Wizard Probing Gaze.

The electrical circuits in the Imperial Sword generate a psychic connection with the Heir Sword, enabling an Emperor to control who wields it. To keep an Heir Sword from usurping hands or to remove an appointed Heir, an Emperor needs only to order the Heir Sword to reject its wielder through these circuits. Most Heirs disinherited this way die, but some do not. Whether a disinheriting kills an Heir depends upon the length of time he wields the Sword, his flexibility of mind, how much his psychic signature changes while he wields the Sword, and the physical distance between the Heir and the Sword at the time of disinheriting.—The Best and Worst of Talismans: The Imperial Swords, by the Wizard Flowing Mind.

* * *

“Eeeeee! I'd hack off my left foot to be at those negotiations!” the bandit Leaping Elk exclaimed, slapping the water with an open palm.

On the psychic flow, they saw Flying Arrow bow to Snarling Jaguar.

Slithering Snake smiled through the steam, enjoying the hot bath. Not interested in the momentous meeting across the border, he raised his mindshields. “While I might like to be there to see all the nobility, Lord, I'm glad I'm here.” The sectathon spoke in the language of the south, Leaping Elk having a limited understanding of the Eastern language.

The two men were deep within the volcanic mountain in a steaming pool of nearly scalding water too mineral-laden to drink. Nearly fifty feet in diameter at the mouth, the lava tube itself was the Elk Raiders' home. Lava had cooled across the bottom to form a floor almost flat. To make it easier to defend, they'd altered the collapsed mouth. The five hundred outlaws lived in the first quarter mile. Beyond that, the tube sloped sharply downward into the mountain. At a mile underground the stench of sulfur became so pungent that the air was unbreathable for long, but was acceptable for short baths.

Leaping Elk smiled at his lieutenant. “You're like me, my friend—no ambition.”

“I've got ambition!” Slithering Snake protested. “So do you, eh? You'd take your brother's throne if you could.”

The black bandit's good mood evaporated.

I've put my sword in my mouth this time! Slithering Snake thought. “Forgive me, Lord Elk. I was joking and didn't realize …”

Leaping Elk waved it away. “Even after all these years, the old wounds still hurt. You haven't offended me, my friend. Our society in the Southern Empire is like yours in the East—the eldest son inherits, regardless of ability. The sadness is the cost we pay for our primogeniture. Our societies place unreasonable expectations on the first-born, demands we must fulfill whether we can or not.”

Thinking to distract the older man, the sectathon said, “I was happy to see how well you and your brother got along—for as long as it lasted. I enjoyed his visit, but I thought you two were going to kill each other as he was leaving.”

Nodding, Leaping Elk grunted. “I'd have liked our parting not to have been so acrimonious. Snarling Jaguar and I have always done that after spending a few days together. Even so, he looks happier as Emperor than I could have been.”

How can he be so forgiving? Slithering Snake wondered. Guessing his liege lord was far away, the sectathon held his tongue. Despite their long association, Slithering Snake didn't often hear the disinherited Heir talk about his past. The sectathon knew Leaping Elk's history from others. Rarely did the Southerner say anything specific about the events that had brought him north to an existence without honor, without comfort, without face. He should hate his brother! Slithering Snake thought.

“Some people think I should hate my brother,” Leaping Elk said.

He certainly has every right to…

“I've every right to, I know,” Leaping Elk said, “but I don't hate him—I love him. He was my friend when no one else would dare. Long ago we made our peace with each other.” The Southerner peered through the steam toward his trusted lieutenant. “I've told this to no one, Lord Snake. I want you to tell no one what I'm about to say, do you hear?”

“Yes, Lord Elk. I'll tell no one.” Slithering Snake frowned. Friend? Made peace with him? Leaping Elk's insane! How can a man love the brother who stole from him the most influential station in his native land, and hunted him for years, declaring to all how much he hated him? Slithering Snake leaned forward in the water, wanting to hear every word.

“My life is a tale of shame and ignominy,” Leaping Elk began. “The Emperor Scratching Jaguar groomed me, his first-born son Leaping Jaguar, to become Emperor after him. The Infinite intervened, though, and gave him a second son. During a border skirmish with the Western Empire, I simply walked off the battlefield for no reason. The Western Forces battled back the tide of Southern Warrior. As they were about to rout the Southern Forces, Snarling Jaguar took command and annihilated the Western Battalion.

“When he heard what happened, Scratching Jaguar disinherited me with the Imperial Sword, ordering me to the castle to face charges of treason. At the time of disinheriting, I wasn't wearing the Heir Sword. I'd entrusted it to a friend, or so the rumor said. Most warriors don't trust their mates with their swords long enough to clean them. I was far enough away that the disinheriting didn't injure me seriously. The psychic shock did kill my friend and several companions.

“Imperial minions chained me, dampered me and escorted me to the castle like a common criminal. Along the way, bandits ambushed the escort and in the confusion I escaped. My father declared me an outlaw and ordered me killed on sight. A man running from his fate is guilty by implication: If innocent, why does he run? Shortly afterward, Scratching Jaguar formally invested Snarling Jaguar as his Heir.

“For four years, I lived in the mountains, never sleeping in the same place twice, Imperial warriors hunting me most of the time. Twice they captured me, and twice I escaped. During my fourth year as a fugitive, my father died. Snarling Jaguar became the Southern Emperor. Although he didn't pardon me, the Emperor didn't pursue me as relentlessly as our father had. While my brother often spoke ill of me, he permitted me to live a nomadic life. Only when I settled somewhere did Snarling Jaguar send a detachment to capture me. They never did. For some reason, I always evaded my pursuers after my father's death.

“When the Northern and Eastern Empires went to war, I'd survived in exile on the fringes of the Southern Empire for nearly seven years. After Guarding Bear defeated the Northern Empire, I fled to the empty northern lands with a group of fellow outlaws, changing my name to Leaping Elk. Now, home's more than the place I camp, even if it consists of a cave hewn from the wall of a larger cavern.

“Over the years, most of the Southerners I brought north returned south. The remainder died of cold and broken hearts, lonely for their warmer climes and families. Now, you're the only Elk Raider who speaks the Southern language, Lord Snake. I'm phenomenally inept with the Eastern language, which most bandits speak. I manage with a pidgin of telepathic images and short sentences. Since you're my translator and lieutenant, Lord Snake, you enjoy my confidences, few though they are. Rarely do I say even this much, eh?”

Knowing all this about Leaping Elk, Slithering Snake nodded.

“That's my story—as the histories record it.” The disinherited heir sighed sadly. “It's easy to live with those lies, because the truth…” Leaping Elk sighed again, his gaze downcast.

A long time later, the man continued. “While Snarling Jaguar and I were growing up, we always competed with each other. Even though he's younger, he always beat me, whether at a javelin contest or a spelling test. While I was playing with my friends, he was studying or practicing with his sword. Later, when we were both generals, we'd stage mock battles against each other. It was the only time I ever beat him at anything; I liked nothing better than war.

“As my father began to age, my brother and I both began to assume some of his duties. It was obvious to us both who liked it better and who was better at it. We couldn't convince my father; he was adamant that I become Emperor. So my brother and I devised this little ruse.

“We planned that skirmish with the Western Battalion and its result. We had no choice.” Leaping Elk sighed, staring at the steamy surface of the water. “My father was furious. During his last years, when dementia set in, he raved most the time, recognizing no one, angry with everyone. No medacor could cure the dementia because of the Imperial Sword. My brother denies it, but I've heard that my father cursed both his sons on his deathbed. He had reason to be angry: From the moment he disinherited me, my brother helped me all he could. He found ways to free me when they captured me. Later, he always warned me when he sent warriors against me. Snarling Jaguar was and is my friend, despite his frequent denouncements. My brother has to maintain the charade of hostility, as do I.”

“Oh? Then that fight you two had as he left—”

“We staged, my friend.” Shrugging, Leaping Elk sighed again. “It's sad that the primogeniture of our society is so rigid that the man better qualified to be Emperor can't assume the position without elaborate subterfuge. So I, first-born son of an Emperor, live this humble existence. I'm happier than I'd have been if I'd succeeded my father. My only regret is I can't live in my native land, serving my brother the Lord Emperor like any other citizen.”

“Lord Elk, I think you're more loyal to your Empire than anyone will ever know.” I'd better change my definition of loyalty! the sectathon thought.

Leaping Elk smiled. “It pleases me to hear you say that, my friend. Indeed, my loyalty to the Southern Empire guides all my actions. I value what is better for the people there, as does Snarling Jaguar.”

Slithering Snake saw his liege lord's sadness. He sensed underneath the sadness Leaping Elk's conviction that he'd placed the interests of the Empire above his own. “Thank you for telling me, Lord Elk.” Slithering Snake leaned back in the water and prayed he might find the strength to be so loyal.

What a life of luxury I live, he thought. Well, aside from being a bandit. The Emperor Snarling Jaguar, his brother Leaping Elk, and the bandit general Scowling Tiger all trust and respect me. Two years ago, I couldn't have imagined I'd become so important. I didn't have a glimpse I might be anything more than a simple bandit warrior.

Until Leaping Elk asked me to negotiate a trade.

The negotiations had taken nearly a year to complete. Then Snarling Jaguar didn't come north to make the trade for another six months. He arrived a few days before the negotiations to settle the border dispute with the Eastern Empire, one journey easier than two.

Snarling Jaguar had brought a domesticated tiger from the Imperial Menagerie, the Jaguar Family having bred the collection of exotic animals for ten generations. Everyone thought the tame, talented animals priceless, the equivalent of an Imperial Sword. With their talents, a man might garner for himself the influence and power of an Emperor. With the help of one, the first Emperor Jaguar had usurped the Southern throne.

While talismans were illegal in all four Empires, the animals weren't. In the last century, rumors said the Jaguar Family bred animals more powerful than the Swords themselves. No one had ever proved these rumors. The Jaguars always kept the better specimens for themselves. Many influential Westerners and Easterners thought the Emperor should declare the animals illegal and kill them.

* * *

Leaping Elk and Slithering Snake escorted the Emperor to a secure valley for the trade. In front of a tent sat Scowling Tiger, in robes striped white, tan and black, his left fist propped on his thigh. One pace ahead and to the side of the bandit general stood his murderous retainer Raging River. Ten paces from him sat Snarling Jaguar, at his feet a half-grown female tiger cub.

“Capturing spies is only one of her talents,” Snarling Jaguar said. A few minutes before, when the trainers had opened the palanquin cage, the tiger had leaped upon a bandit and raked her claws across the man's face. Under her torture he admitted he was Guarding Bear's spy. “Infinite knows how many spies Guarding Bear has in the fortress, Lord General Tiger. I hope what you bring in trade is of equal value.”

“I have two spies everywhere that dog-hounded beast has one,” Scowling Tiger said, spitting. “I bring an albino specimen you'll surely find alluring, Lord Emperor Jaguar. A prize addition to any menagerie, animal or otherwise.” Scowling Tiger snapped the fingers of his left hand, then propped the fist back on his thigh. Behind him, the tent flaps parted.

She wore a white silk dress that reached the ground and hung from her pale pink shoulders by two thin straps. A string of pearls dangled from her slim supple neck and a bracelet of pearls encircled one elegant wrist. Her skin was the pink of chrysanthemum, her eyes the red of sky at dusk. Whiter than snow, her hair hung to her waist like a waterfall frozen. She stepped forward with the carriage of an Empress, with infinite spirituality, without a shred of self-consciousness. Kneeling before Snarling Jaguar, she greeted him in a voice suggesting the music of earth and sky. The sight and sound of her hypnotized them all.

“Lord Emperor Jaguar, allow me to introduce my mate, Fleeting Snow.”

Bowing to her, Snarling Jaguar looked at her with compassion in his eyes. “Lady Snow, I congratulate you on the birth of your child.” His voice was gentle as rain. “Most of all, I honor you for the depth and endurance of your loyalty.”

Loyalty? Slithering Snake wondered. Most people call her the Traitress!

Her poise faltered. Bowing her head, Fleeting Snow sobbed once, then looked up, composed again but for tears. “Thank you, Lord Emperor Jaguar. I'm glad you understand. I doubted anyone would.”

Snarling Jaguar looked at the bandit general. “I find your merchandise in acceptable condition, Lord General.”

“What was that all about?!”

Snarling Jaguar kept his expression neutral. Scowling Tiger's outburst had been tactless.

“Don't ask!” Fleeting Snow spat over her shoulder, poison in her voice.

The bandit general smiled. “A small dose of her bitterness, Lord Emperor. She bites with a venom no spider can match. Do you wish to trade, knowing that?”

“Oh, but I do, Lord General.”

“Then, if I may ask respectfully, Lord Emperor,” Scowling Tiger said, meek now, “what loyalty?”

“I personally have no inclination to answer, Lord General. Would you care to, Lady Snow?”

She turned to face the bandit general. “Conclude the trade and I'll be happy to tell you, Scowling Tiger.” She uttered his name as though its taste on her tongue would make her vomit.

“Tell me now or there is no trade!” The left fist ground into thigh.

Her face impassive, she slid a knife from her moccasin.

Raging River leaped between them, sword cocked.

“She's mine!” Scowling Tiger yanked his retainer back.

“Wait, the both of you,” Snarling Jaguar said calmly, not having flinched at the sudden violence. “Listen to me. Think not of your pride or of what's happened between you. Think of the child, by the Infinite! If either of you dies now, the child will suffer. By the head of the only heir you'll have, Lord General, and for the sake of your daughter, Lady Snow, please calm down.” When he saw that they heard him, he called to his brother. “Lord Elk, tell them why you arranged this trade.”

Leaping Elk stepped forward slowly, his arms loose at his sides and his body prepared for instant action. “Tiger Lord, Snow Lady,” he said, speaking the foreign tongue slowly and carefully. “Humble bandit vision see. Without trade, many bandit dead, maybe half. With trade, not.”

The two antagonists, mates so obviously mismated, backed off. Fleeting Snow sheathed her knife and glanced at Leaping Elk with a shudder. Scowling Tiger peeled his hand from the haft of sword and glanced between the brothers.

Slithering Snake wondered why Fleeting Snow and Scowling Tiger hadn't killed each other long before.

“Shall we conclude the trade, Lord General?”

The bandit general sighed and nodded.

“Lord Pirhana!” Snarling Jaguar said over his shoulder.

A Southerner detached himself from the orderly ranks of warriors near the palanquin. “Yes, Lord?”

The Emperor addressed the albino woman. “The Lord Sorcerer Hungry Pirhana will be responsible for you between here and the Southern Empire, Lady Snow. I humbly and respectfully ask that you do as he says until we arrive. Please allow him to damper you for now. I ask for your own safety.”

She acquiesced with a nod. The Sorcerer led her toward the palanquin.

“Lord General, I must present the tiger to your daughter so they'll bond.” Snarling Jaguar pulled a portable shield from his belt and concentrated on setting it.

Scowling Tiger gestured over his shoulder. From the tent, a wet-nurse brought out a cradle. Under a shock of blue-black hair, Purring Tiger's fog gray eyes focused immediately on Snarling Jaguar, as though she knew his importance.

She looks like Scowling Tiger's daughter, Slithering Snake thought, wishing he didn't know what he knew.

The Emperor took hold of the tiger's scruff and looked into her eyes, making a brief psychic contact. Turning on the shield, Snarling Jaguar placed it in the cradle. “They're now bonding, Lord General. The tiger's searching out all the mother associations and replacing them with associations to herself. They must stay behind the shield for at least two days, Lord General—alone. The animal's fully capable of caring for the child, so no one need interfere. You can communicate with the tiger through a set of hand signals, or you can write instructions visible from inside the shield. I suggest you have a servant learn the signals, Lord General.”

Gesturing at the wet-nurse, Scowling Tiger nodded distantly.

Snarling Jaguar entered into psychic contact with the servant, sending instructions. “Thank you, Lord General,” the Emperor said. “I hope we can do each other a service in the future. For now, walk with the Infinite.”

The two men bowed as equals, and Snarling Jaguar turned to leave.

Behind him, Scowling Tiger continued to stare at nothing.

Slithering Snake relayed a set of signals to the sentries on the ridges. Scouts headed out to scour the area between the valley and the caves of the Elk Raiders. Although his sectathon sight detected all human presence for twenty miles around, no talent could penetrate an electrical shield. The scouts would inspect any shielded areas visually.

As the palanquin cleared the pair of outcrops at the mouth of the valley, Fleeting Snow bellowed in a hoarse, harsh voice, “Loyalty to Brazen Bear, you fur-licking alley cat!”

The bandit general snapped out of his daze, livid. With a scream, he drew his sword and slashed the nearest of his own guards in two. Before the body reached the ground, Scowling Tiger began to hack the corpse into tiny pieces, a grunt punctuating each swing.

* * *

A week after the trade, Slithering Snake contemplated the surface of sulfurous water, watching the steam rise slowly. He wondered if the way he defined loyalty were out of date—or at least different from the way others did. The Traitress earned her name, didn't she? Snarling Jaguar praised her for her loyalty, though. How could a woman mate her former mate's betrayer and still be loyal to her former mate? Is that why she did what I saw her doing eighteen months ago?

The sectathon looked across the pool at his liege lord, wanting to ask about Fleeting Snow, not knowing how.

Eighteen months ago, Leaping Elk had sent his lieutenant south to begin the trade negotiations. A hundred miles from Nexus, where the borders of the four Empires converged, the sectathon had scanned the area. Although the range of Slithering Snake's talent was twenty miles, he could identify only those within thirteen. What he'd seen shocked him terribly.

Again, Slithering Snake looked across the pool. He wondered whether to tell Leaping Elk whom he'd seen that day, and what he'd seen them doing.

“Eh?” Leaping Elk said, looking shocked. “The flow.”

The sectathon opened his mind to the flow and saw the image.

Guarding Bear had just attacked Snarling Jaguar, Fleeting Snow unconscious a few feet away.

Slithering Snake felt sick, the knowledge twisting like a knife in his gut. On that day, eighteen months ago, thirteen miles away, the sectathon Slithering Snake had seen Fleeting Snow and Guarding Bear together in a meadow under the blue face of the sky, fornicating vigorously.







Chapter 14

Based on lex talionis, the law of retaliation, Imperial Law recognizes no crime without both criminal and victim. Furthermore, the law sees men and women as distinct, and forbids a male to punish a female without her matriarch's explicit consent. Most matriarchs, although resenting male interference, usually grant such consent—but not always. Through this chink in Imperial Law, women in our society can get away with murder, even regicide. We must never underestimate our collective power.—From an instruction booklet in the private archives of the Water Matriarchy, widely distributed to its daughters.

* * *

His legs driving his calloused hands relentlessly toward Snarling Jaguar's throat, Guarding Bear slammed into an invisible wall mere inches from the black Emperor's windpipe.

Snarling Jaguar's eyes were full moons on the sky of his face.

Someone's stopping me with telekinesis! the General thought, straining to divert the energy with his talent.

A kinathonic wind blew Lurking Hawk to the rear of the Eastern nobility.

His talent working for a moment, Guarding Bear edged forward an inch. As if accustomed to his wild power, though, the kinathon held him fast.

From behind Flying Arrow came a voice: “Forgive my mate the Lord General.” Between Flowering Pine and Shading Oak, Bubbling Water stood, her brow wrinkled with effort.

His face deep red, Guarding Bear went limp, not willing to fight his own mate.

Stepping onto the empty floor, Bubbling Water hauled him toward her. “It's wild oats he neglected to sow in his youth. With deepest humility, I ask forgiveness, Lords Emperor Jaguar and Arrow.” She bowed deeply to both Emperors, on each obeisance dipping her hand.

Miming her motion, Guarding Bear bowed fluidly, puppet to Bubbling Water's talent. The telekinetic strings tied him into a ball and raised him several feet off the floor.

“The Water Matriarchy quenches all thirsts,” she said solemnly. Her carriage proud, Bubbling Water walked calmly from the amphitheater, Guarding Bear hovering behind her, his eyes full moons on the sky of his face.

* * *

Wiping the sweat from his forehead, Snarling Jaguar swallowed to reclaim his voice. “Return to your places,” he ordered his guards, his words without a shred of snarl. At Guarding Bear's lunge, they'd leaped to defend him and would've beheaded the General even as he strangled the Emperor. Sensing Bubbling Water's exertion, Snarling Jaguar had signaled them to wait.

Looking at the woman lying in a stupor beside him, the Emperor cursed himself and threw the sheet back over her. What the Infinite was I thinking to flaunt her in front of Guarding Bear? Snarling Jaguar wondered. Stupid even to smuggle her into the castle! he thought in disgust.

Remembering the inexplicable animal rage on the General's face moments before he'd ordered the woman brought forward, Snarling Jaguar knew he'd acted impulsively. Of course, he'd react like a bear with a toothache! he thought. Guarding Bear loved his brother as much as I love mine. “Return the woman to the palanquin.” Snarling Jaguar remembered the treachery of Brazen Bear—or was it betrayal?

As two guards moved to obey, Soothing Spirit rose on the other side of the room. “Lord Emperor Jaguar, the exmatriate Snow needs medical attention. If I may …?”

Snarling Jaguar nodded, gesturing the turnkeys to wait. He looked across the room while the Medacor treated her.

Behind Flying Arrow, the ranks were in disarray, as though a small tornado had swept through them. Lurking Hawk limped toward the front, his robes torn and disheveled, the tornado having thrown him to the rear. What havoc the General had wrought behind Flying Arrow! Snarling Jaguar thought. Are all the stories about Guarding Bear's wild talent true?

“Lord Emperor,” Soothing Spirit said, “this woman recently gave birth.”

“How matter?” Snarling Jaguar asked, his fluency in the Eastern language deteriorating from the stress. “Woman past not me concern.”

Above the surge of chatter from the Eastern nobility, the Medacor asked, “Who has the child, Lord Emperor?”

Snarling Jaguar shrugged and repeated, “Not me concern.” He thought it odd that Soothing Spirit had raised his voice when he was two feet from the man he addressed. Unless Flying Arrow had ordered him to ask those questions. Snarling Jaguar frowned at him across the empty floor.

Flying Arrow cleared his throat and gestured the Medacor away. As silence settled, Soothing Spirit retreated, and the turnkeys removed Fleeting Snow, her injuries repaired. Behind Flying Arrow the ranks had reorganized, the dazed and disheveled Sorcerer back at his place.

“I'll punish the Lord Bear accordingly, Lord Emperor Jaguar. I humbly ask the Lord Emperor to accept the Lord General's head as a token of my remorse for this unfortunate incident.” Rubbing his left arm with a bandaged hand, his eyes clouded with angry smoke, Flying Arrow bowed deeply.

“I mercy ask, Arrow Emperor Lord,” Snarling Jaguar replied. “Water Matriarch Lady reward deserve, not punish, for catastrophe avert.” He struggled with a language he spoke fluently under normal circumstances. Placing verbs at the ends of sentences, the Southern tongue transposed the order of names. “She thirst quench say, not matter how parch. Even thirst for Bear Guarding General Lord head, eh?”

“I rule this Empire, Lord Emperor,” Flying Arrow said. “You have your own to govern.”

“Exactly, Arrow Emperor Lord, uh, Lord Emperor Arrow, you do rule—with arbitrary means I might add—while I govern. However, let me elaborate on why General Lord, uh, the Lord General Bear is more valuable alive than dead.

“A known enemy is better than the unknown one who'll replace him. A good enemy is better than a good friend. Lord Emperor Arrow, he's your best Prefect, advisor and general. His ability to preserve your Empire is greater than ever.”

“What are you blathering about?” Lurking Hawk said. “He's the Usurper!”

“At least the General's polite,” Snarling Jaguar replied, disgusted at the Sorcerer's lack of manners. “Usurper or not, no one questions the Lord General's loyalty, Lord Traitor Ruffled Hawk.”

Lurking Hawk's face collapsed into a mask of rage, then his head spun at a slap.

“I didn't give you permission to speak!” Scowling, Flying Arrow rubbed his right hand where it'd caught the Sorcerer's head.

Lurking hawk put his forehead to the floor. “Forgive me, Lord Emperor.”

Snarling Jaguar ignored the disgraceful behavior of Sorcerer and Emperor. “What prevents the bandits from joining forces and overrunning this Empire, Lord Emperor Arrow? Scowling Tiger hates Guarding Bear so much he wastes all his energy trying to thwart or kill his ancient enemy. If Guarding Bear weren't the bandit general's consuming obsession, your Empire would fall, Lord Emperor Arrow.”

Flying Arrow looked skeptical.

“You don't believe me, eh?” The wise man doesn't need advice, Snarling Jaguar thought, and the fool doesn't heed it. “Listen to this, Lord Emperor Arrow: I want you to spare his life so I don't have to fight bandits after they topple the Eastern Empire.” Sitting back, the Emperor closed his eyes and stretched luxuriously, extending his metalled fists toward the ceiling. He looked like a lazy, sated jaguar settling into warm summer grasses for an afternoon slumber. “I'd rather conclude my reign peacefully.”

Suddenly, his eyes snapped open at the Inviolate Insignia hanging from the ceiling. I forgot about it. “One more point, Lord Emperor Arrow.”

“Eh? What, Lord Emperor Jaguar?” Flying Arrow asked.

Smiling, the black man pointed upward. “I remind you of the Inviolate Insignia above us.”

Flying Arrow went pale, his eyes wide.

“Lord Emperor Arrow, do you know the result if I took offense at the Lord General's assault? The Lord Emperor Soaring Condor, myself, and all the bandits on your northern border would combine forces to obliterate you and your people.” Snarling Jaguar grinned. “If you execute the Lord General, I won't hesitate to take offense.”

“Yes, Lord Emperor Jaguar.” Wilting, Flying Arrow closed his eyes and rubbed his left arm. The bandage on his hand began to unwind.

Stroking the silver bracelet on his wrist, Lurking Hawk whispered in Flying Arrow's ear.

“The Lord Sorcerer Hawk advises me, Lord Emperor Jaguar, that the exmatriate Snow is still under sentence for conspiracy to commit regicide. I humbly ask that you return her to her Matriarch for deeds unpunished. We have more than a valley to discuss.”

Bending toward Snarling Jaguar, Hungry Pirhana whispered, “I remind the Lord Emperor Jaguar of a few facts. After Fleeting Snow's conviction on conspiracy charges fifteen years ago, Bubbling Water withheld her consent and kept the Imperial Ruling Council from executing her. Fleeting Snow stayed in the castle dungeons, unpunished. A year or so later, the President of the Imperial Ruling Council ordered a stay of execution and spirited Fleeting Snow off to Crag.”

Nodding, Snarling Jaguar glanced at the Southern Sorcerer. “That was the year Smoking Arrow died, eh? Yes, as I thought. The President was Scowling Tiger, Lord Pirhana?”

The black Wizard nodded.

Snarling Jaguar smiled, glancing toward Flying Arrow.

Just then, Bubbling Water strode through the amphitheater doors. “I beseech the Lord Emperor Arrow not to bargain further until he has briefed his intermediary. The Lord General Guarding Bear commands me to assume his position during his indisposition.” Proudly, she stepped to the vacancy in Flying Arrow's circle of advisors.

Snarling Jaguar frowned, guessing her a tougher adversary.

* * *

“You can't do that!” Lurking Hawk protested.

“Go to the Infinite, Traitor,” she growled, blinking at him.

Her telekinetic hand hurled him to the rear of the Eastern nobility.

She turned on Flying Arrow. “You listen closely, Nephew.” Staring at him murderously, she leaned close so no one else could hear. “I didn't have a quarrel with you before you had the Traitor implant Rippling Water. If he touches her again, I'll tear off his testicles and shove them into your empty sack through your nostrils. Then I'll order all my Eastern daughters to abort their male fetuses and deny their mates their pleasures. You'll have a hundred thousand angry, sex-starved warriors looking for a place to put their swords—probably your back passage, eh? When you war on females, Emperor, expect them to war on you.”

Flying Arrow stared at her impotently. A moment later, he said, “Are you through? Good—I need your help, Lady Water. Listen carefully: This is what I want.”

* * *

Watching the pair from across empty floor, Snarling Jaguar shivered, wondering what demons they conjured with their wild gestures. Not a superstitious man, the Emperor recognized the source of his fear: Bubbling Water. This powerful Matriarch, Guarding Bear's mate, who'd reared a fearsome if bumbling Emperor, was an enigma to Snarling Jaguar. He'd never met her personally but had dealt with her envoys. Fully one fifth of Southern females were daughters of the Matriarchy. Years ago, he'd tried to decrease Imperially-funded medical care for indigent pregnant women. Through an intermediary, the Matriarch Water had politely petitioned him to increase it instead. He'd decreased it anyway. Within weeks, thirty thousand women had divorced their mates in protest. He'd given in then, learning the hard way to respect the matriarchies.

Guarding Bear's the poison and Bubbling Water the honey, he thought, but both are equally lethal. Again the Emperor shivered.

The discussion ceased. Bubbling Water stood, stepping onto the empty floor, approaching the Emperor Jaguar. Stopping fifteen paces away—a distance Guarding Bear had found negligible—she knelt and bowed.

Snarling Jaguar returned her obeisance as though her equal. “I'd like to express my gratitude, Lady Matriarch Water, for sparing my life and preserving the peace between our Empires.”

She smiled demurely. “The Lord Emperor Jaguar flatters this humble servant of the Lord Emperor Arrow.”

“I don't dispense idle flattery, Lady. So you've personally strengthened your Matriarchy, eh?”

“Yes, Lord Emperor Jaguar, the Infinite has blessed me with a daughter. May all jaguar cubs snarl as ferociously as their father.”

“May all the water tributaries be as effervescent as their Matriarch, the Lady Water.” Wouldn't you like this one for your concubine, eh? the Emperor told himself, chuckling mightily within. He liked her age and personality, but her fox-like beauty, her regal carriage, and her wealth and influence alarmed him. He preferred the simple peasant woman—vibrant disposition, early autumn years, unenviable appearance, and without political power.

Snarling Jaguar knew that this water effervescent would ever quench the thirst of another, leaving him parched. With a shred of sadness, he knew she wasn't for him. Perhaps one of her daughters for one of my sons? he wondered, liking the idea.

Bubbling Water smiled. “It's true, then, that the gilded edge of your tongue surpasses even your ability to govern. Please forgive me, Lord Emperor Jaguar, flattery won't help you here.”

“I expect only hard bargaining to help me here, Lady Matriarch Water. We have the possession of Swan Valley to decide, and the fates of the exmatriate Snow and the Lord General. Surely we'll settle matters to the satisfaction of us all?”

“It's my hope we can, Lord Emperor Jaguar. In addition, the Lord General must pay for his breach of etiquette, to put it mildly.”

Snarling Jaguar chuckled, liking her.

“What price would you put on the Lord Bear's actions, Lord Emperor Jaguar?” Smiling mischievously and sweetening her voice, she added, “What an addition to your menagerie!”

“What?” he said, surprised.

“Think of the secrets the Lord Bear knows, Lord Emperor Jaguar.”

“Yes, Lady Matriarch, thousands of secrets, but pulling rotten bear teeth is easier than pulling rotten secrets.”

“Oh, I doubt it, Lord Emperor Jaguar. Haven't you asked the Lord Emperor Arrow to spare him? Aren't you willing to bargain something away so the Lord General Bear might live? Wouldn't those pry open his mouth?”

“Perhaps, Lady Matriarch.”

“I knew you'd agree, Lord Emperor Jaguar,” she said quickly. “What's he worth to you?”

“Since you'll want him back in similar or better condition, Lady Matriarch, surely he's worth an exorbitant ransom.” Snarling Jaguar's expansive gesture included the castle.

“Done, Lord Emperor Jaguar. A hundred thousand taels—”

“I don't want currency, Lady Matriarch Water. You have more valuable wares. I want a sparkling stream from the river of Water, her jewels splendid, her robes ostentatious, her hymen intact.”

* * *

Bubbling Water dared to hope, wondering how to strengthen the Matriarchy through this unexpected proposal. “Of course, Lord Emperor Jaguar,” Bubbling Water said jovially. I know I have a virgin somewhere among my daughters, she thought. If I don't, I'll fake her virginity. “The male offspring to remain with the father,” she stipulated, “and the females to return to me.” He'll expect such a condition. Daughters belonged to mothers and sons to fathers, the custom as old as time.

“How long may I have the services of this concubine, Lady Matriarch Water?”

She sighed at his acceptance. “That depends upon who actually welcomes her to his hearth, Lord Emperor Jaguar.”

“So it does, Lady Matriarch. Since I haven't decided yet, we'll bargain later.” The Southern Emperor raised an eyebrow. “Now, the exmatriate.”

“Ah, yes, the woman whom your guard treated so roughly.” She smiled sweetly and spoke quickly. “The Lord Emperor Arrow and I agree that the Traitress Fleeting Snow's stay of execution was an ill-advised action. We hereby rescind that stay of execution. Hence, the Traitress Fleeting Snow is under sentence of death for conspiracy to commit regicide and complicity in her mate Brazen Bear's treason. Please release her into our custody now, Lord Emperor Jaguar, in accord with our extradition treaty.”

Hungry Pirhana leaned toward Snarling Jaguar. After the brief conversation, the Emperor said, “Lady Matriarch Water, our treaty states I may review all cases before extradition.”

“What is there to review, Lord Emperor Jaguar?”

“Some contend that Brazen Bear was blameless. If true, someone has committed a terrible injustice. I've seen no proof that the Traitress shared in her mate's 'subversive' activities. I want to review the nature of the woman's actions since she left your Empire. However, Lady Matriarch Water, I'll forego a review if the Eastern Empire cedes Swan Valley.”

Frowning, Bubbling Water glanced back at Flying Arrow. He nodded. Beside him, Lurking Hawk gingerly touched a livid bruise on his cheek, his robes in shreds.

“Very well, Lord Emperor Jaguar, the woman for the valley.”

“Good! We've settled it all,” Snarling Jaguar said with a decisive, jingling gesture. “Business with you is a pleasure, Lady Matriarch.”

“No, Lord Emperor, pleasure with me is a business, and your pleasure is my highest order of business.”

He guffawed, his wrists glittering merrily, and bowed deeply to her.

Standing, she dared to nod in return, as though his superior. “Excuse me, Lord Emperor Jaguar, I have other business to transact.” Turning around, she bowed. “Excuse me, Lord Emperor Arrow, we have other business to transact.”

“Eh? What business?” Flying Arrow said, looking startled.

“The exmatriate Snow, Lord Emperor.” Bubbling Water settled herself on the floor. “The Water Matriarchy wishes to settle her debts to the Empire.”

Flying Arrow couldn't punish Fleeting Snow without Bubbling Water's consent, although officially the prisoner was his. He could, however, keep the Traitress in the dungeons for the rest of her life. Prison wasn't punishment, merely a place to keep convicted criminals before execution.

My daughter has endured enough already, Bubbling Water thought. I don't want Fleeting Snow to spend her life in a moldy cell.

“Why do you want the Traitress, eh?” Flying Arrow asked. “Are the Lord Bear's appetites so voracious he needs another concubine? Has he been frequenting brothels again?”

Lurking Hawk fell off his cushion, laughing uncontrollably.

Bubbling Water wanted to kill them both. Instead, she said, “His breeding urges aren't nearly as strong as your own, Lord Emperor. May the Infinite overflow your quiver with arrows.”

“Thank you, Lady Matriarch,” Flying Arrow said, looking mollified. “How do you know I don't want the Traitress for myself?”

“Because, Lord Emperor Arrow…” Sparkle clouded her sight and hissing filled her ears. A prescient vision possessed her body and soul. “Because the Lady Consort Flowering Pine will bear you not just one—no, one would be too few!—but two heirs, identical twin sons!”

Silence flooded the amphitheater.

Flying Arrow stared at her, uncomprehending.

Flowering Pine fainted into Shading Oak's arms.

Bubbling Water pushed herself to sitting, wondering how she'd fallen. On legs of water-logged wood, she stood unsteadily and stumbled toward Flying Arrow. Trying not to fall, she knelt beside him and took his hand. “Congratulations, my son, you'll soon be a father.” She smiled serenely despite her torpor and disorientation.

“You've divined this, Lady Water?” Snarling Jaguar asked quietly, his voice distinctly audible in the vast, cavernous silence.

“Yes, Lord Emperor Jaguar.”

Flying Arrow closed his eyes.

“That's a joy to hear, Lord Emperor Arrow,” Snarling Jaguar murmured. “A Succession Assured brings peace to the Empire.”

While the nobility of the Eastern Empire conveyed their blessings and good wishes, Flying Arrow sat very still, not moving, not speaking. The ancient personal servant, tears streaking his face, wiped away the single tear that slid down the Emperor's cheek.







Chapter 15

In principle, all taxes go directly to the Emperor, who then disburses all but twenty percent back to the Prefect. From this reimbursement a Prefect pays for administration, infrastructure, and warriors. Depending on the population of his domain, each Prefect must arm, provision and house a certain number of warriors, who all owe their primary allegiance to the Emperor. Whatever money remains belongs to the Prefect.

In practice however, a Prefect pays the Emperor twenty percent of all taxes and keeps the balance. The Emperor might order all Prefects to pay thirty percent if he has inadequate funds for his administration, or order a Prefect in disfavor to pay all taxes.—Collected Essays on Government, by Guarding Bear.

* * *

The pair of punctured moons on the dark face of the sky began to lighten with blue. The coiled, midnight halo bleached and straightened into a nimbus of cloud. As though dawn were breaking, the face of the sky grew pale.

Guarding Bear regained consciousness as the features of Snarling Jaguar became those of Healing Hand. The throbbing at the base of his head diminished at the young healer's touch. The details of the room behind the boy came into focus. Guarding Bear didn't recognize the place. His brain felt sluggish as mud. “Where am I?”

“One of the sanctuaries.” Healing Hand searched his face, looking ancient for his mere seven years.

“Oh, I remember now. Bubbling Water told me to stay here until she sent word, then knocked me unconscious so the warriors could get me out of the castle. Why'd she do that? I could've escaped from the castle on my own.”

Healing Hand spread his palms beside his shoulders—an elaborate shrug.

“Fleeting Snow—is she safe, Hand?”

The boy nodded. “The Lady Water traded the valley for her.”

“Oh, good.” Guarding Bear sighed. “Did she send you to heal the injuries she inflicted? What a headache she gave me! She told me she'd send someone.”

Shaking his head, Healing Hand looked across the room.

Guarding Bear followed the boy's glance. Asleep on a pallet beside the far wall was the family Medacor, Calming Touch, who'd served the Bear Patriarchy for fifteen years. She began to turn over, her long brown hair spilling across her face. Healing Hand opened a large palm toward her; she grew still.

“You shouldn't be here, should you?”

The boy shook his head.

“Why do I feel so groggy? She didn't hit me that hard.”

“Sedation.”

Guarding Bear looked into Healing Hand's face. Reality sank into him like a knife seeking his heart, thrust there by the memory of what he'd done. “She's removing me from the path of the poison-headed arrow and sedated me because she's afraid I won't cooperate. Oh, My Lady, my mate, my love,” he moaned, feeling her turmoil as though it were his.

Then he remembered: “The insignia—the Inviolate Insignia. Oh, blast, I've really thrown the Empire to the wolves this time. Infinite help us all now. They'll collect on our borders and within a week invade us and among them will be Scowling Tiger, hissing and spitting for blood. After they grind the Eastern Empire into dust, they'll dig the Swords from the rubble and give them to that cursed expatriate because he's the only prominent Easterner left.

“Infinite forgive me, how could I do something so stupid?” he whispered, his sorrow surging up to consume him.

“Snarling Jaguar asked Flying Arrow to spare you.”

What the boy said didn't get past his ears. “I can already hear the clash of weapons and the screams of the dying. All the death will be my fault alone. History will revile my name forever because I attacked a foreign Emperor beneath the Inviolate Insignia and brought destruction upon the Eastern Empire.”

“Said he'd take offense only if Flying Arrow executed you,” the boy said.

“Don't worry about me, Hand,” Guarding Bear said, and began to weep. “Dear Lord Infinite, spare the children! Listen, Hand, in Nexus lives an old woman who works for me. Ask for the seer; she can get you out of the Empire. You have to leave immediately! Don't even stop to say farewell to the Lady Water, because by the time you, your mother, and sister arrive, they'll all be standing poised to launch their legions.” He began to plead, drawing a knife. “You have to hurry, Hand, please! Leave now, this very instant, do you hear? Get—” Suddenly his face stung.

Healing Hand sucked on the finger that had struck Guarding Bear's cheekbone.

The General dropped the knife, not believing the boy had slapped him.

Around his finger, Healing Hand asked, “Did you hear what I said?”

Wiping his face, Guarding Bear shook his head. His cheek stung worse for a boy's having struck him.

Healing Hand told him again. “… Then the Lady Water traded you to him.”

“He threatened to take offense if Flying Arrow executed me? Unbelievable.” In awe, he looked toward the ceiling, not seeing it. Then the enormity of what he'd done to a man capable of such forgiveness blew across his mind like typhoon winds across the sea. Waves of sorrow crested with his every sob, the stinging spray pouring down his cheeks. Rolling over, he buried his face in the pillow and pounded the bed with his fist. Dear Lord Infinite, how could I? he wondered, giving himself up to his remorse.

A long time later, he felt the warm touch of large hands on his back and heard the soft murmur of the boy's voice. The emitted comfort calmed the seas of his sorrow. “Infinite bless you, Hand.”

“I thought you'd just be sad you attacked him. I didn't know your sadness was deeper than that.”

Rolling to his side, Guarding Bear used his trace telekinesis to clear phlegm and tears from his face. “No, my young friend, my sadness goes so deep I despair sometimes of ever finding the bottom. I'm not happy with who I am or what I've done. Eighteen months ago I promised myself I wouldn't kill unless someone tried to kill me, wouldn't war unless someone warred on me. I didn't know what I did want. Perhaps that's why I'm here now. Making a choice by eliminating other choices doesn't work very well. Two promises of elimination, and not one of affirmation.

“I just want to be me—Guarding Bear. I probably couldn't choose a more difficult path.” He sighed. “Oh, dear Lord Infinite, help me find the strength to be who I want to be.”

Healing Hand smiled.

“If I escape from Flying Arrow, who'll surely punish me. Snarling Jaguar's threat won't stop him from throwing me in the dungeons for the rest of my life. Sometimes Flying Arrow isn't very smart; he's so unlike his father, Hand.” Guarding Bear sighed, drawing comfort from the boy, who leaned against him. He put his arm around Healing Hand. “Would you like to hear a story? I need the strength of a story right now. I like stories; do you? Especially mine? Really? Thank you, Hand; you're very kind. Would you like to hear about the first time I met Smoking Arrow? I tell you, Hand, he was shrewd.”

* * *

Smoking Arrow stared balefully at me as I bowed twenty paces from his six-inch dais. His fine silk robes were blue and white checks. At his side was the Imperial Sword, the pommel adorned with a large diamond. Sitting on his haunches, Smoking Arrow looked of average size, with gray-streaked brown hair and gray eyes that dominated his face. Nothing but those devastating eyes conveyed his regality.

The plan that Aged Oak, Brazen Bear and I devised, had worked: The year before, Aged Oak had taken our chosen scapegoats to Emparia City in chains. Smoking Arrow had charged them with inciting insurrection and executed them. Meeting secretly, Aged Oak had told the Emperor of our promise to deliver twenty taels per family per year in Caven Hills taxes, and Smoking Arrow had prudently accepted the face-saving solution. Since Aged Oak had caught the “rebel leaders,” neither the Emperor nor the Prefect needed to reclaim lost face by ruthlessly subjugating the Caven Hills. The tactic would've worked but only at inordinate cost.

This “solution” is typical of Eastern Empire politics. The rebellion had ended, Scowling Tiger remained Prefect in name but exercised no real dominion, and we'd promised the Emperor a reasonable amount in taxes.

The situation in the Caven Hills peculiar, we chose to pay all the taxes we'd collected, not the usual twenty percent. I needed to show the Emperor I was an obedient Prefect. I didn't hold the title and my only way to gain it was to have the Emperor invest me. Since Scowling Tiger was still the nominal Prefect, and I was only a peasant upstart who'd usurped control of the Caven Hills, I had to adhere as strictly as I could to the laws of the Empire. The law is clear: Only the Emperor has the right to tax, a right he delegates to trusted subordinates—his Prefects—who perform this service without expectation of reward. It's their duty.

Leading a detail of a hundred warriors, we traveled to Cove with the taxes and deposited them in the Imperial Bank in Smoking Arrow's name. I continued from there to Emparia City alone.

My brother and I had a plan. The Caven Hills was a poor place, the Infinite having turned its face from the area. The denizens were an ignorant people, little more than savages living in the rudest of hovels. The region was an agricultural blight, the land hilly and difficult to till. My brother and I knew how to make the land fertile.

A Prefect usually submits plans for major projects like roads, castles and cities to the Imperial administration only if the project is beyond the Prefect's resources or if it crosses prefecture borders. With Aged Oak's help, I wrote my proposal, submitting it to the administration and specifying that the Emperor review it himself. My provision was unusual, because I should have done all I could to avoid the Emperor's scrutiny.

When I arrived in Emparia City, I lodged at the Peasant's Back, a hostelry for peasants, and sent the following message to the castle. “To the Lord Emperor Smoking Arrow, sixth of his Imperial Lineage, greatest of all Eastern Emperors, Infinite be with him. The Lord Emperor's humble servant Guarding Bear requests the Lord Emperor's perceptive review of this humble servant's proposal for modernizing agrarian practices in the Caven Hills. If the Lord Emperor would grant the honor of his precious time, this humble servant would be eternally grateful for the opportunity to explain why this proposal merits approval. Please forgive this humble servant's intrusion in asking so much of the Lord Emperor's august person. The peace of the Infinite be upon the Lord Emperor. Gratefully, the Lord Emperor Arrow's humble servant, Guarding Bear.” I composed the most servile message I could, knowing my situation shaky. I detested every word and felt filthy, wheedling like that. As I learned later, such flattery is obligatory, the more exalted the nobility, the more sycophancy expected.

Then I waited, knowing Smoking Arrow might not summon me for a day or a month, the more in disfavor a person, the longer the delay. The wait was excruciating. I passed most the time in my room, not wanting to miss the Emperor's summons. He could have summoned me with the Imperial Sword, but why grant me such an honor?

On the seventh day, an Imperial messenger appeared at the Peasant's Back, his cheeks tattooed with the six-arrow insignia. The messenger merely said, “The Lord Emperor Smoking Arrow commands you, Guarding Bear, to follow this humble messenger.” My bowels ground and heaved as I followed him to Emparia Castle. I couldn't tell from the summons whether Smoking Arrow would execute me for my insolence.

“You asked to see me, Bear.”

As I eased back on my haunches in the audience hall, I told myself: He's addressing me as all nobles would a peasant, and means no disrespect. “I did, Lord Emperor Arrow. May I congratulate the Lord Emperor on his son's conception? May the Imperial quiver always be full.”

He waved away my blessing, which I realized he'd probably heard a thousand times since he'd announced the Empress' pregnancy the day before. “Why shouldn't I execute you for your crimes, upstart?” He scrutinized me with those penetrating eyes.

I felt naked in front of him. “Because we can deliver your taxes, Lord Emperor Arrow.”

“You and your brother, eh?” A hint of a smile appeared on his face. “Twenty taels is ridiculous, Bear! The Lord Tiger and I can't conceal our concessions to you much longer. Soon I'll have to lower taxes in the other prefectures as well—or raise those in the Caven Hills.”

“I disagree, Lord Emperor Arrow. Forgive me for suggesting it, Lord, but if taxes were fair, our people wouldn't have revolted.”

Wrath filled his gaze. “Not fair?! How dare you suggest—”

“I dare because our people suffer needlessly!” I said, interrupting him with volume in my voice but without raising its pitch.

He scowled and looked as if he wanted to remove my head. “How would you make taxes more equitable, Lord Emperor Bear?”

Silently, I blessed my teachers, because they'd given me the clue. “Lord Emperor Arrow, a peasant in Cove earns a hundred twenty taels per year and pays forty-five in taxes. A peasant in Crag makes a hundred ninety taels and pays forty-five. A peasant in the Caven Hills earns fifty and pays forty-five. According to Imperial law, each family pays the same regardless of its earnings. That's unfair, Lord Emperor.”

“You're no closer to keeping your head, Bear.”

I began to sweat and continued. “If you levied taxes on a percentage basis, Lord Emperor Arrow, the Cove peasant would pay fifty-four taels, the Crag peasant eighty-five, and our peasant twenty-two. In addition to being more fair, percentage taxation would also fill the Imperial coffers faster. For example, Lord Emperor, the taxes at the flat rate for the three peasants mentioned total one hundred thirty-five taels. At the percentage rate the total is one hundred sixty-one. Please forgive me, Lord Emperor Arrow, for speaking at such length.” I pounded my head on the floor, feigning humility and hating the need for duplicity. When Smoking Arrow didn't reply or acknowledge, I peeked at him from my attitude of obeisance.

Looking across the audience hall, he no longer saw me or the room, his thoughts elsewhere. I kept my forehead on the floor until he spoke. “I'll consider what you've said, Bear,” Smoking Arrow said five minutes later.

I nearly fainted with relief. A lump in my bowels moved to a more comfortable position. I had to break wind but didn't dare in the Emperor's presence.

“I don't condone the killing of tax collectors and warriors, Bear.”

I nearly gagged with terror. A lump in my bowels ground around a corner. I broke wind involuntarily. Thank the Infinite it made no sound. My own flatulence wafted up around my head like an invisible cloud of swamp gas. “I don't condone the needless killing of anyone, Lord Emperor Arrow.”

“Lying will get you killed, Bear!”

“Forgive me, Lord Emperor Arrow, I've said only what I think. If that offends you, please take my head. I'm not a lackey who'll tell you what you want to hear. If that displeases you, please invite me onward. While I don't condone the killing of tax collectors and warriors, Lord Emperor Arrow, I'll kill them when I have no other choice.”

Smoking Arrow stared at me. His scrutiny shriveled my scrotum. “Few Caven Hills families earn more than fifty taels per year, eh?”

“Yes, Lord Emperor Arrow.” Who told him that? I wondered. His abrupt change of topic startled me. I had the feeling Smoking Arrow often held several conversations at once.

“Your proposal is interesting, Bear. Why did you ask for my review?”

“To bring the problems of the prefecture to your attention—and that we have a solution to those problems.”

“Few Prefects encourage Imperial curiosity in their affairs. They all like to think they're emperors within the Empire. How do you explain the poverty in the Caven Hills?”

“Inertia, Lord Emperor Arrow. Our people have become so accustomed they can't imagine conditions being better. The Prefects have become so accustomed they can't imagine making conditions better.”

Smoking Arrow frowned at me. “Yet you say you can modernize farming so much that the Caven Hills will be as productive as other prefectures?”

I smiled. “Lord Emperor Arrow, we defeated the Imperial battalion despite their outnumbering us two-to-one because we adapted our strategy and tactics to the terrain. We'll double agrarian production despite the geography because we'll adjust our methods to the terrain.”

Smoking Arrow lifted a sheaf of parchment from the dais beside his pillow. “That's what you mean by 'terrace farming'?”

“Yes, Lord Emperor Arrow.”

“How long will this take, Bear?”

“Ten years, Lord Emperor Arrow.”

“Ten years? You might not live ten minutes!”

“That's as the Infinite wills—or as the Lord Emperor wills.”

“Yes, it is.” Abruptly, Smoking Arrow stood and touched the hilt of the Imperial Sword; the diamond flashed.

I also stood, knowing improper my sitting while he stood.

Through the door behind the dais entered two servants, levitating a tall covered object between them. They set it a pace to the side of the dais, at the forward corner. Stepping up to it, Smoking Arrow pulled off the cover. “I offered the Lord Tiger ten thousand taels for this particular piece. He refused to sell it—'at any price,' he told me.”

The statue depicted a warrior, his blade held high as though to strike a killing blow, three arrow shafts protruding at different angles from the left shoulder, a sheared-off spear head impaling the right thigh, the left arm ending at mid-forearm in a stump, on the features a terrible scowl.

I recognized the statue instantly.

“Ah, you already know who this is, Bear. Did you and your brother leave other statues on the battlefield? If so, please collect them.”

“Forgive me, Lord Emperor, I don't understand.” Did Smoking Arrow think I'd give him the evidence of our insurrection? Collecting the statues was like handing him my sword and asking him to take my head.

“It's a beautiful sculpture, Bear. If you have others of similar quality, I see no reason you shouldn't sell them. Here's my proposal, Bear: Gather all the statues you can and bring them to me. I'll announce an auction and invite the nobility of the Empire. Depending on the quality, the bids should start between two thousand and five thousand taels, eh? For my modest services I get half of all profits. What say you, Bear?”

I realized I'd never be poor again. My elation bouncing around inside my skull, I said, “Twenty-five percent, Lord Emperor Arrow.”

“Eh? Your ingratitude dismays me, Bear. Surely, my sponsoring this event is worth more than that? Forty-five.”

I'd be shitting taels even if he asked for ninety percent. He expected me to bargain because face demanded it. Finally, we agreed on forty percent. The Emperor covered the statue of Howling Tiger and ordered it removed from the audience hall.

Still standing, Smoking Arrow touched the Imperial Sword hilt again.

From the door behind the dais issued a column of exalted nobles; their finery put my shabby garb to shame. I swore by the Infinite I'd never wear anything but the highest quality silk again. They split off into two columns and lined up between myself and Smoking Arrow, four to each side.

“These are the members of the Imperial Ruling Council, Bear. When they tell me what I want to hear, I invite them onward. I'll suffer no lackeys among my advisors. I hereby convene this meeting of the Imperial Ruling Council.” Smoking Arrow eased himself to his haunches.

The men and women who'd entered also sat.

As I began to sit, Smoking Arrow ordered, “You will stand, Bear.”

“Yes, Lord Emperor Arrow,” I said. Knowing they'd decide my fate that day, I began to sweat. Two of the nobles attracted my attention instantly. One because he looked at me almost the entire time, the other because she didn't look at me once.

Wearing striped silk robes of white, tan and black, his left fist propped on his thigh, Scowling Tiger stared at me as if I'd pissed in his face. He'd have killed me on the spot if he could've avoided the Emperor's disfavor.

The other noble, her jade-green eyes set wide on her face and her lustrous black hair styled fashionably, was Bubbling Water. Her sister had given her the Matriarchate the day before. I felt the absence of her gaze upon me, remembering her warmth during our conversations. I didn't betray that I recognized her, not wanting the others to know she and I'd already met. She looked nervous. One perquisite of the Matriarchate was a seat on the Imperial Ruling Council, and this was the first time she'd attended council. She sat within five paces of me. Her perfume wrapped me in heavenly delirium.

“First point: My decision is to mandate percentage taxation across the Empire, as the peasant Bear suggests. What say you, Lords and Ladies?” Smoking Arrow looked at the first Council member to his right.

Brown of hair, of eye, of skin, the Sorcerer Flowing Mind said, “I approve of your decision, Lord Emperor Arrow.”

Beside him, tiny at five feet tall, the Matriarch Spreading Oak said, “I too approve, Lord Emperor Arrow, but I can't believe a peasant suggested it.”

Beside her, unrelated to her, was the Prefect of Cove and Commanding General of the Eastern Armed Forces, Towering Oak. “I approve, Lord Emperor Arrow, but ask a ten-percent reduction in taxes,” Aged Oak's father said.

Next to him was a man without a strand of hair on his head. The Imperial Medacor Soothing Spirit said placidly, “I also approve, Lord Emperor Arrow.”

Smoking Arrow stopped further voting, the majority having approved the decision. “Does a Lord or Lady here object to percentage taxation?”

No one answered. After a moment, someone said, “Lower the rate, eh Lord Emperor?”

“Very well.” He sighed. “Taxation at thirty-five percent approved. Second point: My decision is to modernize agriculture in the Caven Hills, per the peasant's proposal. Having read the proposal, what say you, Lords and Ladies?” This time, Smoking Arrow looked at the first Council member to his left.

The Empress Steaming Water was black-haired and green eyed but not nearly as beautiful as her sister. “Before you put the peasant's proposal into effect, Lord Emperor Arrow, put the Caven Hills to the torch,” she said contemptuously. I wondered how her being pregnant had changed her attitudes; mothers guard their young ruthlessly.

Next to her, his gray eyes hooded by lids thick and heavy, was the Prefect Prowling Wolf. “The affairs of another prefecture don't concern me, Lord Emperor Arrow; therefore, I abstain.”

Beside him was Scowling Tiger. Since entering, he'd stared malevolently at me. As he spoke, he didn't look away. “Lord Emperor Arrow, remove this stinking peasant's head today, and I'll obliterate the rebels tomorrow and implement the proposal the next day.”

Next to him was the Matriarch Bubbling Water. She looked far older than her sixteen years and far more beautiful than I remembered from the day before. “I agree with your decision, Lord Emperor Arrow. However, I ask the Empire to assemble a team of chemathons and kinathons to help with the terracing.”

Smoking Arrow looked across from her at Soothing Spirit, the Council still a vote away from a majority. The Medacor cleared his throat and said, “I don't know enough about farming, Lord Emperor Arrow. I also must abstain.”

Next to vote was Towering Oak, his height five-four, his name a joke. He glanced at Smoking Arrow. “I approve, Lord Emperor.”

“The Council has a majority. Lord Mind, Lady Oak, do either of you object to the peasant's proposal?” Smoking Arrow asked.

Both shook their heads.

“Terracing the Caven Hills approved.” Looking at the Commanding General, the Emperor asked, “Have you thought about the matter we discussed, my friend?”

Towering Oak glanced toward Scowling Tiger, then looked at Smoking Arrow. And sighed. “I don't like it much, Lord, but you're right. Except possibly my youngest, I don't have a son worthy to succeed me as Commanding General.”

Smoking Arrow laughed with sudden, genuine warmth. “What a conniving whelp he is, eh? We'll have to watch him. Aged Oak's young yet; he'll learn the limits of his ambition.”

“Indeed, Lord, indeed. Is now the time?” At the Emperor's nod, Towering Oak said, “Lord Prefect Tiger, I formally ask you to become General of the Second, Fourth, Eighth and Ninth Battalions of the Eastern Armed Forces, and my second in command.”

Scowling Tiger glanced away from me to look at Towering Oak, surprised. “Forgive me, Lord General, I … I'm not worthy of such a station,” he stammered. “I'd never consider taking it from your own son, Lord General Oak. Please, I must refuse.” His left fist never moved from his thigh.

“You mustn't refuse, Lord Prefect; you'll train under me for my position.”

“Eh? Uh, forgive me, Lord General Oak, the Infinite's addled my brains. I thought I heard you say you'll train me to become Commanding General.”

“That's what I said, Lord Prefect Tiger.”

Scowling Tiger leaned back and looked toward the far wall, his mind briefly leaving the room. Remembering where he was, he snapped back into his body and put his head to the floor. “With humility, Lord General Oak, I accept the incomparable honor of being your second in command, Infinite help me to serve with distinction.”

Towering Oak nodded. “Lord General Tiger, I accept the—”

“Do all that flattery later,” Smoking Arrow interrupted. “Third and final point: My decision is to invest the peasant Guarding Bear as the Prefect of the Caven Hills. What say you, Lords and Ladies?”

“Forgive me, Lord Emperor Arrow,” I said, wishing I hadn't spoken.

“How dare you, peasant!” The gray eyes smoldered at me.

“I dare because I think making me Prefect inadvisable, Lord Emperor Arrow. Forgive me, but one can't lightly take away a hereditary position. May I suggest, Lord Emperor, that you ask the Lord Prefect Scowling Tiger to appoint me regent Prefect for five years?”

Smoking Arrow looked at me as though I were stupid. I'd have the Infinite to pay if they approved the Emperor's decision as stated. Smoking Arrow's gaze flicked toward Towering Oak, pointing out that he'd preserved Scowling Tiger's face already. The Emperor had tossed him a sop. The situation demanded I also do something to save the Prefect's face. Otherwise, Scowling Tiger would be my lifelong enemy, if he already weren't. I glanced at the Prefect. Scowling Tiger looked at me as though I were scum, knowing now the reason for his promotion.

“What would that accomplish, Bear?” Smoking Arrow asked.

“The Lord Tiger will lose less face, Lord Emperor Arrow.”

“A peasant who understands face?” Smoking Arrow laughed. “I like your suggestion, Bear. Very well. My decision is to ask the Lord Prefect Scowling Tiger to appoint the peasant Guarding Bear regent Prefect for a five-year probation, but responsible only to me. What say you?”

The Sorcerer Flowing Mind said, “I abstain, Lord Emperor Arrow.”

The tiny Matriarch Spreading Oak said, “I agree with your decision, Lord Emperor. We'll see if the peasant can do what seven Tiger Prefects couldn't.”

“Execute the rebellious peasant this instant, Lord Emperor!” Towering Oak said, smiling coldly at me.

Beside him Soothing Spirit said, “I must abstain, Lord Emperor Arrow.”

Nervously, Bubbling Water said, “I agree with your decision, Lord Emperor Arrow.” She looked directly at Smoking Arrow. “However, if this council approves your decision, the Caven Hills will have a native Prefect. The peasants will place more confidence in him than they would an outlander, eh? The Empire must take this opportunity to help its poorest prefecture. Please forgive me for speaking at such length, Lord Emperor Arrow.” She bowed to hide the color in her cheeks, embarrassed. Silently, I congratulated her for having the courage to speak her mind.

Left fist still propped on thigh, Scowling Tiger glanced contemptuously at her and returned his stare to me. “I disagree with your decision, Lord Emperor Arrow. The most uncouth warrior can do twice as well as this stinking peasant. As I said before, remove his head today, and I'll obliterate the rebels tomorrow and implement the proposal the next day.”

Prowling Wolf's gray, hooded eyes flicked toward me. “I disagree with your decision, Lord Emperor Arrow. Investing a peasant with noble station sets a precedent and throws our society into chaos, as does your tacit pardon of the rebels. If you don't execute this peasant immediately, all peasants will think with swords they're Emperors!”

I counted two abstentions, three votes for my removal and three advocates for my investiture, the Emperor among the latter. Sweat trickled down my back, but I kept my face impassive. The last member to vote was the Empress Steaming Water, who wanted her mate to raze the Caven Hills. She was ruthless, callous, pitiless—and my life was in her hands. “I agree with you, my mate,” she said. I tried like the Infinite to conceal my relief. “However, I propose that until the peasant proves his ability to govern, he bear the title of chief civil administrator. A title such as 'regent Prefect' would elevate him to full noble status, which he doesn't merit.”

Smoking Arrow nodded. “The Imperial Ruling Council has spoken.

“Lord General Scowling Tiger,” the Emperor said, “I ask you to appoint the peasant Guarding Bear civil administrator of the Caven Hills, responsible only to me or my successors. After five years, the Imperial Ruling Council will decide whether to invest him with full powers and elevate him to noble—or execute him for his treason.”

Scowling Tiger didn't avert his gaze from my face. His left fist ground into his thigh. I could feel the heat of his impotent rage. “Lord Emperor Arrow, I regretfully and under protest appoint this Peasant Upstart Usurper civil administrator of the Caven Hills.”

“Congratulations, Bear.” Smoking Arrow smiled at Scowling Tiger.

* * *

“Scowling Tiger was the first person to call me that,” Guarding Bear said quietly to the boy curled up in his arms. “Blast it, his name stuck like an arrow into a target. I haven't been able to rid myself of it since. Hand, I don't like being the Peasant Upstart Usurper. I wish the Infinite would take that mask away.”

Sighing, Guarding Bear glanced at the medacor sleeping on the pallet, surprised Calming Touch hadn't stirred throughout his story. “Now that I've climbed so far, I find myself wondering why. Why have I come to this station in life? Why haven't I died honorably in battle like so many of my fellow warriors, or suffered a betrayal like my dear brother Brazen Bear? Why have I survived to become an angry old man, when so many others, far more worthy, have fallen under the blade? Why am I still alive, when by all reasoning a Peasant Upstart Usurper like me should be long dead, eh?”

“Maybe the Infinite's got something for you to do.”

“That's probably true, Hand. I wish the ways of the Infinite weren't so inscrutable; I don't like being its puppet.” Guarding Bear sighed. “You'd better go soon, eh? Before someone finds you here.”

The boy nodded absently. “Do you want me to put you back to sleep?”

“Of course.”

His face puzzled, Healing Hand frowned. “Why don't you want me to free you, Lord Bear?”

“You came here to free me? Is that why you're here?”

Healing Hand nodded.

“Thank you, my friend. You're a wonderful boy.” The General chuckled and sighed. “No, Hand, I want you to sedate me again. Thank you for offering, but you can't give me the freedom I'd like, because my prison's here.” He pointed at his head. “When I stop thinking I'm the Peasant Upstart Usurper, I'll open the door to my cell. When I start thinking I'm the loyal citizen Guarding Bear, I'll leave my prison behind.”







Chapter 16

The power of the matriarchies reached its apex during the reign of the seventh Emperor Arrow. Flying Arrow's aunt and surrogate mother assumed control of the Water Matriarchy when she was only sixteen years old. From a loose network of perhaps a tenth of all Eastern women, Bubbling Water built a tightly-reined hierarchy. Upon her death at fifty nine, the Water Matriarchy included almost half of them and extended into all four Empires. So avidly did she barter hers and her daughters' pleasures that her enemies called her “the Imperial Whore.” She withheld those pleasures for equal gain. She was the archetype of wanton female sexuality that instills so much fear in our male-dominated society today.—The Women, the Power, by Shriveling Stalk.

* * *

“Why did Snarling Jaguar summon you?” Healing Hand rocked back and forth with the gentle swaying of the richly-decorated palanquin.

“I wish I knew, Hand.” Sitting opposite him, Bubbling Water glanced through the thin curtains, watching landmarks as they passed them. Warriors marched in ranks three-thick beside the pair of palanquins. “You'll have to get out before we reach the gate, eh?”

“Yes, Lady Water,” he replied glumly.

“Do you know what's ahead? It might not be pleasant.”

Healing Hand nodded. “I don't understand all the excitement, though.”

Bubbling Water smiled. “I wish I could explain it, Hand.”

“Tell me what happened after you took the Lord Bear out of the room last night. I'll bet he was madder than a wet cat, eh?”

Chuckling, she nodded. “Come here.” He crawled across the palanquin cushions and into her arms. “The Lord Bear and I have almost adopted you, you know.” She kissed his forehead and embraced him.

“Well, I've completely adopted you, Lady. If I didn't have a mother, I'd make you mine.”

“Oh, Healing Hand, you're wonderful.” Sighing, she brushed his hair back from his forehead.

* * *

Last night, after I hauled Guarding Bear from the amphitheater, he struggled to escape my talent, heaping curses on me. Too many guards were in the main corridor, so I took him into a side corridor. Even so, about ten sentries watched the spectacle. Six of them, I saw, had the altered signature of a Patriarchy spy.

Guarding Bear wasn't very cooperative. I kept shaking the undefeated General as I would an obstinate child. (Oh, Hand, it wasn't that funny.) “Calm down and listen!” I said again and again.

The moment he stopped struggling, I set him down against the corridor wall. With my talent I knocked out all the sentries within hearing, except those in Guarding Bear's pay. “I have to get you out of the castle, before Flying Arrow thinks to execute you for assaulting the Lord Emperor Jaguar. I'm going to knock you unconscious while these warriors smuggle you to one of the sanctuaries. I'll send Calming Touch to repair any damage. I want you to stay there until I send word. My Lord, my mate, my love, I cherish you. If you don't obey, I'll tack your hide to the wall without skinning you first. Am I clear?”

Nodding meekly, he whispered, “The woman.”

At first, I could've put my fist through his face for his lack of remorse. He showed not the slightest regret for attacking Snarling Jaguar under the Inviolate Insignia. “What about her?”

“Make sure she's safe,” he said softly.

His concern melted me inside. I know he loves her dearly. “I will—she's my daughter as well as your brother's widow, remember?” Kissing him, I said, “You're intolerable sometimes.”

He grinned at me. “But, Lady, I find it so amusing.”

Laughing, I struck the base of his head. Slumping, he slid down the wall, out cold. I thanked the Infinite that he didn't question my motives. He could've escaped more easily on his own, but I needed him unconscious.

When I turned to the watching Bear spies, my heart fell to my feet. On the floor were the bodies of the Arrow sentries, their throats slit. Glaring at the warrior with the bloody knife, my face an inch from his, I snarled, “Blast it, they were unconscious! You didn't need to kill them!” I smashed him against the wall but restrained my talent enough not to kill him, then regretted I'd hurt him at all.

Selecting another warrior to lead the remaining four, I told him how to find one of the sanctuaries. “Send a warrior to the Bear residence for Calming Touch. Have her sedate him.” Orienting myself, I searched my memory for a secret exit from the castle. “Down this stairwell to the next level. Behind the statue of the headless warrior, the wall has a false panel. Twist the hilt of the statue's sword and follow the stairwell down. From the catacombs go north to the river.”

“Yes, Lady Matriarch.” The commander poked a finger at three warriors. “You, you, you, wrap the Lord General.” He pointed at another. “You, make sure no one follows us.” The five warriors disappeared down the stairs, carrying the inert Guarding Bear.

Returning to the amphitheater, I bargained Guarding Bear away to Snarling Jaguar, wanting to keep my mate beyond the range of the Emperor's arrows. I have to give Flying Arrow time to forgive the intolerable insult. How long that might take, I don't know. I haven't dared to wake Guarding Bear. If he regains consciousness, he'll refuse to become Snarling Jaguar's hostage. (Hush, Hand, let me finish.)

My prophecy of Lady Pine's pregnancy shocked everyone, especially Flying Arrow. I've never seen him cry like that, and I reared him. After that, I had to bargain with the Traitor for possession of Fleeting Snow. Lurking Hawk's the nominal Emperor when Flying Arrow can't perform his office or when something interrupts him. If I weren't a lady and a Matriarch with the cares of an Empire to shoulder, I'd have vomited at having to bargain with that Traitor. Thank the Infinite, I had some leverage on Lurking Hawk. Promising sweetly I wouldn't expose his role in Rippling Water's illness, I bargained for Fleeting Snow. I wonder when he'll betray Flying Arrow. I pray my nephew gets rid of Lurking Hawk before the Arrow Twins are born.

How do I feel about them? Replete with joy and infinitely frustrated. The loyal matriot inside me's happy we finally have a Succession Assured. The mate of Guarding Bear feels disheartened that a successor has now removed the Patriarchy one step further from the throne.

Before the twins' conception, everyone expected Flying Arrow's death to plunge the Empire into civil war. The most prominent patriarchies fought among themselves to gather the most influence. Even Scowling Tiger's been part of the dance, eh? He's waited for twelve years in his mountain fortress for Flying Arrow's death. He'd have invaded the Empire the moment the Imperial Sword slipped from the Emperor's dying hand. Not willing to admit he can't father a child, Flying Arrow refused to appoint an heir out of the dim hope that a miraculous arrow might somehow spring from an empty quiver. Under these conditions, the most influential patriarchy stands ever poised to usurp the throne. The act's as easy as a secret whispered in a vengeful ear or a poison dropped in an unwatched goblet. Now, all that has changed because a miraculous arrow has impregnated the Consort.

* * *

“Forgive me my disturbing you, Lady Matriarch. The Lord General stirs,” the Captain Freezing Fire said, falling into step beside her palanquin.

In a palanquin behind hers rode the sedated and dampered Guarding Bear. Bubbling Water had given Silent Whisper another task, liking him too much to risk his dying in the possible bloodshed ahead. “Have the Lady Touch give him another sedative, Lord Captain,” Bubbling Water said.

Calming Touch edged closer to the palanquin. Her eyes bleary and brown hair tousled, she looked as if she slept badly the night before. Having been with the Patriarchy for fifteen years, she looked outraged. “I feel it's my duty, Lady Matriarch, to object to the way you're treating—”

“I appreciate your concern, Lady Medacor,” Bubbling Water interrupted. “Thank you, and Infinite bless you for it. Please sedate him. You'll accompany the Lord Emperor Jaguar and keep the Lord Bear sedated until he's safely beyond the borders of the Eastern Empire.”

“Forgive me, Lady Matriarch, but the Lord General might not withstand repeated sedation.” Calming Touch frowned through the curtains at the boy in the Matriarch's arms.

“Please find some way to do it, Lady Touch, without endangering his life.” Bubbling Water pushed aside the curtain to look at the medacor directly. “I'm sorry your return from vacation wasn't more pleasant, Lady. Having been away, you don't know the result of the Lord General's suffering even a minor ailment—or completely regaining his faculties!”

“Yes, Lady.” Shuddering, Calming Touch bowed deeply and fell behind to attend to Guarding Bear.

Closing the curtain, Bubbling Water bit back a sob, feeling the medacor's indignity a hundredfold. “Dear Lord Infinite, forgive me for treating my own mate no better than a caged animal.”

“I don't think he'll mind, Lady Water,” Healing Hand said.

“Oh? Why's that, little mind-reader?” Tousling his hair, she drew comfort from his soft, slight form against her.

“You're doing it to help him, aren't you?” Snuggling deeper, he emitted contentment like a purring cat.

Bubbling Water chuckled. “I'm doing it to save his life!”

“Then he won't mind, will he?”

“I wish I were that confident. You know what I like about you, Hand? The way you find the light amidst the dark. That's a special quality.”

* * *

Late into the night, I worked to familiarize myself with current Patriarchy business. Fifty functionaries must have briefed me on various operations. Thank the Infinite none of them required Guarding Bear's personal attention. I've managed the Patriarchy before, when the General was away fighting wars. I'll manage it again.

“Nothing has changed,” I assured them all. To stop a spontaneous uprising, I sent the same assurance to all allies and covert operatives. “A foreign sickness will indispose the Lord General Bear for several months. Otherwise, his health is excellent. With salutations to all his friends, the Lord General Bear bestows his blessing upon the Imperial Arrow Twins and the Succession Assured.”

Four times in three days we've contacted them all with the same missive. Not once in the two years before the Emperor's summons have we had to do that. The frequency disturbs me. I'm afraid someone might have noticed. My trace prescience is boiling oddly as well. Change is upon the Empire. I wonder how much of that's because of the Twins.

By the time the sky grew light this morning, I felt comfortable that I held all lines of influence firmly reigned.

Not long after dawn, Flying Arrow issued the announcement I expected: All top-level Imperial administrators would gather at the castle for a conference. Since this included the Lord Security Commander Bear, I knew it an artifice to capture him. Flying Arrow's summons didn't violate the agreement between me and Snarling Jaguar because he didn't explicitly approve the trade. The Southern Emperor's threat to take offense might stop Flying Arrow from executing the General, but not from throwing Guarding Bear in the dungeons for the rest of his life. If he finds Guarding Bear with the help of the Imperial Sword, I've lost this terrible game.

Snarling Jaguar's summons arrived an hour later. “Infinite be with you, Lady Matriarch Water. I suggest you bring the Lord General Guarding Bear to my camp this afternoon, in stealth if possible. Short of an incursion into the city, my forces stand ready to help. Please inform. I request that you attend personally. I have a proposition for your ears only.”

I sent my niece Sparkling Stream to the camp with a plan to get Guarding Bear out of the city. Not long after that, Flying Arrow ordered all travelers stopped at the city gates. Supposedly, thieves plundered a shipment of rare jewels just before dawn. This ruse deceived no one.

Searching for Silent Whisper, I looked out the door. In the morning sun, the procession of two palanquins and fifty warriors assembled on the front lawn of the Bear residence. On the way to the west gate, we planned to stop at the sanctuary to get Guarding Bear. “Lord Captain.”

Silent Whisper pushed his way through the warriors and mounted the steps. Entering the house, he bowed before me. “Lady Matriarch.”

“I want you to turn your command over to the Lord Captain Fire today.”

“Forgive me, Lady, I refuse!”

Having helped me all night, he looked as tired as I felt. He's the most able and loyal Captain the General's personal guard has had in years. Before the day's over however, blood could spill. I needed to insure his didn't, valuing the fierce loyalty that motivates his service. Convincing him to give up his post for a day wasn't easy.

“Bless you for your devotion, Lord Captain.” I glanced around the antechamber. Too many people, I decided. Gesturing him to follow, I stepped into the refectory, closing the door behind us. He looked puzzled. “I have something else I want you to do today, Lord Whisper,” I told him. “That's just your excuse to turn the guard over to the Lord Fire.”

“Lady, I humbly ask you to rescind that order.”

Frowning, I stepped close to him and looked up into his face. “I don't want you to die today, my friend.”

Thawing, he wiped melted ice from his cheek.

“For today give your command to Freezing Fire, eh?”

Nodding, he looked as if he couldn't speak.

“Thank you, Lord. Thank you also for these.” I touched the moisture beneath his eye. “When you've composed yourself, see Trickling Stream upstairs. Oh, and be gentle with her, eh? She's sad I've given her youngest sister to the Lord Jaguar. They're close friends. Now they might not see each other for years. I'll send the Lord Fire up so you can tell him, oh, in ten minutes?”

Mute, he nodded again. Smiling, I returned to the antechamber, thanking the Infinite for him and for all the caring, devoted people around me.

* * *

“Thank the Infinite for you as well, Healing Hand.” Embracing him, Bubbling Water glanced out the curtains. “You have to go, Hand—now.” She took his face between her hands and kissed his forehead. “I love you, Hand. Go home and see your mother, eh?”

He smiled wistfully at her. “Yes, Lady. Infinite be with you.” Kissing her cheek, Healing Hand slipped from the palanquin.

The procession slowed, approaching the west gate. Having received no reply from Snarling Jaguar, Bubbling Water hoped Flying Arrow's minions hadn't stopped and detained Sparkling Stream. Oh, Lord Infinite, deliver us safely! she thought.

The platoon of guards pressed close to her palanquin—and Guarding Bear's, she knew. If she'd reached past the curtains, her hand would've met not empty air but a solid wall of warrior. Bubbling Water probed Guarding Bear's palanquin. Activated electrical shields stopped her probe. On signal all the Bear Warriors would turn on their shields to obscure her during the diversion.

The procession stopped. Arrow Warriors blocked the gate.

“Get out of the Lady Matriarch Water's way,” the Captain Freezing Fire shouted rudely, deliberately.

“All travelers must have proper authorization, Lord Captain.” A Lieutenant stepped forward from among the blue-and-white ranks barring the path. The Lieutenant's voice and psychic signature seemed familiar to Bubbling Water, but his signature didn't carry his name. Unable to see his face, she didn't recognize him at first.

“The Lady Matriarch Water, mother of the Lord Emperor Arrow himself, needs no authorization, Lord Lieutenant.”

A Bear Sergeant stepped forward and drew his sword. “Lord Captain, I beg permission to send this filthy Arrow dog onward to the Infinite!”

“Permission denied, Lord Sergeant!” Freezing Fire ordered, pushing the man back. “Return to your place or I'll stain the earth with your blood.” The Sergeant retreated grudgingly, grumbling audibly. Freezing fire turned back to face the Arrow Warriors. “Would you have a bloodbath on your hands, Lord Lieutenant, or will you allow the Lady Matriarch Water to pass?”

So far, everything's going as planned, she thought.

“I don't care if she's the matron of a brothel sent to service the barbarian Jaguar, Lord Captain. Without authorization, no one passes.”

Then Bubbling Water recognized him: He was Tumbling Pigeon, Trickling Stream's mate. Why is he speaking so foully? Bubbling Water wondered, knowing him a kind and courteous man. Since he referred to the brothel, she thought, the Emperor must have told him exactly what to say! If we escape, Flying Arrow will have his head! Withering within, Bubbling Water guessed the Emperor had placed Tumbling Pigeon in command to make sure she paid no matter what happened.

“Lord Lieutenant, if the Lady Matriarch Water can't go there, the Lord Emperor Jaguar will come here.” Freezing Fire pointed beyond the blockade of Arrow Warriors. All the Bear Warriors flipped on their shields.

Outside the city, a battalion of Jaguar Warriors marched toward the gate. Their bright banners aloft, their armor glinted in the sun. Like an orthopteran pestilence, the ranks charged the gate.

Cursing at Freezing Fire, Tumbling Pigeon turned to bark orders at his warriors. They dispersed to take up positions outside the gate.

Scrambling from her palanquin, Bubbling Water dropped to her knees immediately. Thank the Infinite Sparkling Stream got through! she thought, crawling toward the rear of the procession, following the medacor and three warriors dragging Guarding Bear. The guards discreetly let them pass.

Milling near the rear was a group of rag-clad beggars. From under their clothes they produced similar rags. Donning them, Bubbling Water, the medacor, and three warriors merged with the group of beggars. Two warriors draped the General's arms over their shoulders as if he were drunk. Noticing them on cue, a Bear Warrior threatened to scald them if they lingered.

Acting inebriated, the group of beggars moved down a side street, parallel to the city wall. From a staff stuck in mud hung a ragged banner of broken arrows, the ancient standard of resistance to Arrow Sovereignty. The beggars stopped to watch the antics of a fellow beggar too drunk to walk. While appearing to watch the sober warrior act like a drunk beggar, Bubbling Water listened for the second signal. The city wall was twenty feet away. The crack there appeared too small for even her slight form. Standing directly over the crack and watching events at the gate was an Arrow Archer.

She heard voices from the gate. The Southern Warriors must have reached it by now! she thought. No signal came. An argument ensued, followed by the distinctive ring of sword pulled from scabbard. Moments later the sound repeated a thousandfold. No, Lord Infinite, she thought, please don't let any blood spill—oh please!

To her relief, a voice demanded above the din, “Let us consult the Lady Matriarch Water!”

Weaving and stumbling, the beggars surged toward the wall. Two warriors supported the inert Guarding Bear as if he were merely unable to walk. The archer glanced down at them, smirked and returned his attention to the confrontation. One of the beggars entreated him. “Lord Archer, a pittance for this pitiable wretch?”

“I'm busy, wretch!” The archer waved off the beggar without looking down.

Reaching the wall, Bubbling Water stood to one side and looked whence they'd come. She saw no one following or looking toward them. The warriors slipped Guarding Bear through the crack, its edges crumbling. The medacor squirmed through next. Then Bubbling Water slipped through the crack, seeing that the repairs were mud.

Poking his head through behind her, a warrior handed her the Broken Arrow banner. “Piss on the Emperor, eh?”

Smiling, she stuffed the banner in her sleeve. Only then did she see the warrior was her son Rolling Bear. Suddenly, she was furious. “What the Infinite are you doing here!”

“My duty, Mother,” he replied amiably.

“Lady Matriarch Water, forgive me for interrupting,” an oddly inflected voice said behind her. She turned. Stalking Jaguar nodded to mother and son. “We'd better go immediately, Lady Matriarch. You're welcome as well, Lord Bear, as my personal guest.” Like his father, Stalking Jaguar spoke the Eastern tongue almost without flaw.

“Thank you, no, Lord Scrawling Jaguar,” Rolling Bear replied, smiling. “I'll take your hide for my winter jaguar coat another time, before it gets so patchy from battle scars it'd be no use except as parchment.”

“Eh? You overstuffed grizzly, I'll have your hide for a rug!”

“You two fools'll get us killed yet!” Bubbling Water said, steamed.

Both men chuckled. “Infinite be with you, Lord Jaguar.” Nodding, Rolling Bear pulled his head back into the crack.

Stalking Jaguar smiled. “Please put this on, Lady Matriarch. Walk slowly toward the camp without looking back.”

Switching on the electrical shield at her waist, Bubbling Water donned the hooded, brown-and-gold uniform embroidered with a three-headed jaguar. The Heir beside her, she began to stroll toward the hill six miles away. “Where's my mate, Lord Heir?”

The young man looked toward the camp. “I teleported him there, Lady Matriarch. Since he was unconscious, it wasn't hazardous.”

The teleportation of human beings was far more difficult than objects. Any disruption of the psychic field distorted the object as it re-materialized. A conscious person's talent could produce grotesque mutations. With an unconscious human being, teleportation was still risky, but not dangerously so. With the Southern Heir Sword's focus and amplification, Stalking Jaguar's talent eliminated all risk to Guarding Bear.

Relaxing, Bubbling Water drew a deep breath. “Thank you for your help, Lord Heir. Without the diversion, we couldn't have escaped.”

“You're most welcome, Lady Matriarch. If I may ask, won't the Lord Emperor Arrow declare you an outlaw and hunt you down?”

Smiling, she wondered how to explain it. “The politics of the Eastern Empire must be difficult for a foreigner to understand. The Lord Emperor Arrow won't declare his surrogate mother an outlaw. What he will do, Lord Heir, is act as though the Lieutenant at the gate misconstrued his orders, and execute him for impeding the Lady Matriarch Water. The Lieutenant's mate is my niece. The Lord Emperor put him in command so I'd pay whether he captured us or not. As for my mate, Flying Arrow won't declare him outlaw either, since no one ever proved Guarding Bear was in the palanquin. Imperial Law, without both victim and criminal, doesn't recognize a crime.

“The Lord Emperor only issued a summons for top-level administrators and sealed the city gates on some pretext, Lord Heir. Flying Arrow will simply misconstrue his own orders. All I've told the Lord Emperor is that the Lord Bear is sick. The excuse is legitimate enough and vague enough that Guarding Bear can elaborate on it in a thousand ways. You must remember, Lord Heir, that we sometimes hold face in higher esteem than substance. If the Lord Emperor Arrow can't produce the substance—in this case, the General—he'll change his face.”

Stalking Jaguar laughed and shook his head in exasperation.

Glancing back from among a small group of Jaguar Warriors, Bubbling Water saw little above the heads of the Jaguar Battalion. Three Arrow Archers atop the city wall were talking and pointing at the crack in the wall beneath them. She prayed that the Bear Warriors escaped. The Arrow Warriors would try to capture some of them for interrogation.

“Allow me to say what a beautiful maiden you sent this morning, Lady Matriarch.” Stalking Jaguar smiled at her. “During the negotiations, when my father bargained for a Sparkling Stream, he didn't mean it literally.”

Bubbling Water smiled. “It pleased me, Lord Heir, to respond literally. Since I happened to have a virgin by that name among my nieces, I hoped to bring a little laughter into your lives.”

“We both laughed, Lady Matriarch, and the Lady Stream will enjoy the man she chose.”

“ 'Chose'? The Lord Emperor didn't take her for himself?”

“No, Lady Matriarch,” Stalking Jaguar replied. “He doesn't 'take' anything, and maidens like her don't attract him. He prefers the simple peasant woman—plain, plump, about your age and good of heart. He believes the most beautiful women are those who've discovered a way to appeal to men within themselves.”

Bubbling Water grinned. “While outwardly beautiful women can be more vicious than vixens and still find a thrusting sword to sheathe.”

Stalking Jaguar laughed. “There are political considerations as well, Lady Matriarch. If my father were to 'take' the most desirable women for himself, some would feel slighted and discontent with his rule. Usually, he asks women such as your daughter to choose from among his favored commanders. Thus he distributes them fairly and keeps the favor of the matriarchies.”

Appreciating the nuances, she nodded, liking the deft way the Emperor handled them. “Whom did my niece choose, Lord Heir?”

“Why, me, Lady Matriarch,” Stalking Jaguar said dreamily.

Glancing at his face, she saw his thoughts were elsewhere. Smiling to herself, she felt serene within, hoping her niece found happiness with this man. Thank you, Lord Infinite, Bubbling Water thought, for giving my niece the wisdom to choose this man and for blessing me with a spy so high in the castle of the Lord Emperor Jaguar.







Chapter 17

The psychic flow at twenty thousand cycles per second is the highest bandwidth of psychic energy that humans perceive. Traveling farther on less energy than the other frequencies, the flow contains pure information and serves as the government's medium for important announcements. Nearly ubiquitous, the psychic flow extends into all four Empires. Therefore, it is strictly for public information, and sometimes, misinformation.—The Great Universal Mind, by the Sorcerer Flowing Mind.

* * *

Confused, Trickling Stream and Silent Whisper wandered the streets in the poorest quarter of Emparia City. They were searching for the home and clinic of Gentle Hand, Healing Hand's mother. “From the look of the area, we're close, Lord.” She glanced back at him.

“I was here a few nights ago, Lady, but nothing looks familiar. How could we get lost? We followed the directions the Lady Matriarch gave us.” Silent Whisper strode a pace behind and to one side of her, his scabbard in one hand, the hilt of his sword in the other. Between scabbard and hilt gleamed an inch of steel blade. “Oh, uh, and congratulations on your mate's promotion.”

He looks deadly, she thought, reassured. “Thank you, Lord; that's very kind of you. It was such a surprise, getting the word this morning like that.” A messenger had arrived early with Tumbling Pigeon's promotion and orders that he take command of the west gate. “Captain, isn't it odd that he'd had no indication he'd be getting promoted?”

“Uh, well, no, Lady, it's not the usual practice, but it happens.”

Why isn't he looking at me? she wondered. Trickling Stream shook off her discomfiture and dismissed the matter. “Nothing around here looks sanitary enough for a clinic, eh Lord?”

“Or smells sanitary, Lady—what a stench!”

Glancing at him, Trickling Stream smiled, disgusted with the squalor. On the same breath of air she smelled cooking food, fermenting garbage, and rotting excrement. Most of the buildings were wood and crowded so close together she couldn't tell where one ended and another began. Some of the people were so poor they didn't have clothing adequate to cover their bodies; a coarse, itchy wool was the most common material. Many sat indolently in doorways, on rooftops. They all watched the pair, whose fine silk robes established their foreign status.

Unable to find the place, Trickling Stream consulted the psychic flow, wincing at the local despair. Instantly, the flow helped her find the house they sought. “This is it.” She couldn't believe she looked at a health clinic.

“How could anyone even live here?” Silent Whisper asked.

Old weathered plank, warped and splintered, served as a door. The stone walls were riven with cracks patched with plaster and mud. Ragged curtains covered the insides of window, behind dirty and cracked glass panes. The roof was leaky woven thatch. Trickling Stream wondered how it looked on the inside, wanting not to know.

Bubbling Water had asked her to find this place, however, and to give Gentle Hand the Matriarchy's help. Trickling Stream sighed. “Not the most pleasant place I'll ever go as the Lady's secretary. I'll go in alone, Lord Captain. If you're with me, especially with that sword, Gentle Hand will think we're here to coerce her.”

“Will you be safe in there, Lady Stream?”

“I should be, Lord Captain. Check on me if I don't come out in twenty minutes.” She strode toward the door. Should I walk in uninvited? she wondered, and decided to knock.

No one answered.

She knocked again, louder, the door vibrating in the frame.

Still, no one answered.

Trickling Stream was afraid that if she knocked any louder the door would fall apart.

“Just go right in,” said a voice from across the street.

She turned to look. A blond-haired man with large hands watched her, smiling. He looked as out of place here as she and the Captain did, but not because of his clothing. He looks too healthy and happy to live here! Trickling Stream thought. In addition, his face was familiar. Where have I seen him before? she wondered, consulting the flow for his name. To her surprise, his psychic signature didn't carry it. Odd, she thought, most signatures encoding at least the name. All she knew from this man's signature was that he was probably—a medacor? Even that information was faint.

Shaking off her bewilderment, she turned and opened the door.

* * *

Shrugging of his bewilderment, perceiving what she did, Silent Whisper turned to watch her enter, then found the only shade nearby, under a tree that looked as if it wouldn't survive the year. Settling himself on his haunches, he checked the psychic flow for the progress of the Matriarch's palanquins.

Over the local despair, like a veneer of marble over moldy travertine, lay a layer of joy—Bubbling Water's prophecy of the Consort's pregnancy. Like a universal mind, the flow had spread the news of the twins' conception across the continent within minutes, uniting the Eastern Empire in its collective cheer. The long-awaited Heir soothed the people's fears of a bloody interregnum. Hope frolicked in their hearts, and they loosened their purse strings to celebrate. Messengers were arriving at the castle every minute with congratulations and blessings. Some bore gifts to honor Flowering Pine for her gift to the Empire.

Prudently, Flying Arrow hadn't dampened the joy with his pursuit of Guarding Bear. The Emperor's peculiar announcements alarmed few people. Even so, everyone watching the west gate knew the situation more dangerous than it looked.

Silent Whisper saw that Arrow Warriors had stopped the palanquins. Poor Trickling Stream! he thought briefly. The words of the Captain Freezing Fire came to him over the flow. Not trusting anyone else to insure Bubbling Water's safety, Silent Whisper strangled the haft of his sword. I should have told you to go to the Infinite, Lady Matriarch! the Captain thought.

All the Bear Warriors turned on their shields. The focus of the flow shifted to the Jaguar Battalion charging the city gate. The flow didn't mention beggars; hence, no one watched the group as they moved away from the Bear Platoon. A few minutes later, the Bear Warriors suddenly scattered in all directions, leaving the palanquins behind, their duty done. The Lady Matriarch and the Lord General escaped! Silent Whisper thought, jumping to his feet with a silent cheer. On the flow he felt the Arrow Warriors' bewilderment at the Bear Warriors' scattering. When they saw that the palanquins were empty, the Arrow Warriors knew the Lady Matriarch had duped them. Silent Whisper raised his shields to contain his joy.

Across the street, the blond-haired man smiled and stood.

Ignoring him, Silent Whisper settled back to his haunches beneath the spindly tree, thanking the Infinite for the Lord Bear's escape. Choosing a cracked cornice on a roof across the street, he began to meditate, trying to decide between the two Generals, one south of the border, the other north.

I'll need to report to Scowling Tiger soon, Silent Whisper thought. What do I tell him? he wondered, his indecision tearing him in two directions. My first week at my post was so stormy that it tried my endurance, but I weathered the storm. The Matriarch's compassion and the General's courage tore me loose from my moorings, casting me adrift on rough seas between two ports of loyalty. Which of the two is my safe harbor?

Infinite bless you, Lord General, for your incredible bravery in attacking the barbarian Emperor. The way you guard the Empire, daring to do the unthinkable, must be why you're Guarding Bear. I praise your belief that they're citizens first and secondarily traitors or spies or assassins. That's why you came to the aid of the Lady Snow even though she betrayed your brother by mating the bandit general. How can you forgive her the unforgivable? Even so, I admire your risking your life to defend her. Bless you, Lord General.

Lady Matriarch, Infinite bless your boundless caring. I almost told you this morning. When you pulled me into the refectory and stood so close I could've kissed you and told me I'm too valuable to lead the palanquins, I almost told you I'm Scowling Tiger's spy and probably his assassin, please forgive me, Lady, I didn't know then what I know now, oh, how could I know, I was only ten years old when he made me a spy, and when I arranged to join your personal staff, I didn't know you and the Lord General would become more dear to me than all I hold sacred, oh, Infinite help me, Lady, I'm sorry, I won't spy anymore, please don't kill me, I'll fall on my knife if that's your command, but I beg you, merciful Lady, to let me serve you and the Lord General for the rest of my life, please oh please!

“The Lord General Claw greets you, Lord Captain.”

Startled, Silent Whisper looked into the ice-blue eyes of the blond haired man. “Eh?” he said, not sure he'd heard correctly.

“I'll tell the Lord Claw you've decided your loyalties lie elsewhere. We suspected this might happen,” the man said genially, chuckling.

Frightened and furious, Silent Whisper began to draw his sword.

“Put it back, Lord,” the man said, holding up a large hand.

The sword sheathed itself. Silent Whisper struggled to stop it and couldn't. Knowing his shields almost impervious, he wondered how the other man had eavesdropped on his thoughts. I didn't even feel a probe, he thought.

“Of course, you didn't. I'm a Wizard, and far better than that incompetent traitor in the castle. Only electrical shields can stop my probes—and the mindshields of a very few people.”

“You're a bandit?”

“I am. Call me Lord Bandit if you like. You don't need to report now. I'll tell the Lord General you've switched sides.”

Ashamed of his wavering loyalty, Silent Whisper bit his lip.

“No need for all that anguish, Lord Captain. You're not the first and won't be the last. What surprises me is that you turned so quickly. Your first week in the General's service has been exciting, eh?”

“I'm not the first?” He felt a little better.

“No, of course not. The Lord Claw squirrels spies into the Lord Bear's personal service oh two, three times a year, I'd say. Soon, they move to another post, or they turn, or they die. They don't spy very long.”

“Why's that, Lord Bandit?”

“The Lord General's talent—I've watched it do the unbelievable.”

“Doesn't he just make statues with it?”

The bandit smiled. “That's one of its tools. As a Wizard, the talent fascinates me. Conversion, he calls it, eh? It's so rare that Wizards don't have a name for it. Protection, I call it, since that's its primary function. His brother Brazen Bear also had it, but its focus was different. He was so charismatic everyone liked him. His talent didn't protect him nearly as well.”

Silent Whisper frowned. “You talk as if you like the Lord and Lady.”

“They were my friends before I chose to express my loyalty to the Empire differently. I wish I could still call them my friends, Lord Whisper. They're generous people. The Lady Stream's coming here is proof of that.”

“You know why she's here?” Silent Whisper chuckled at himself. “Of course, you know. You won't stop her?”

“Stop her? Dear Lord Infinite, no, Lord Captain. Why should I? She's making the Empire a little better. Instead, I'll help.”

“I don't understand, Lord Bandit.”

“My reasons aren't your concern.”

“As if mine are yours, eh?”

“That's true; they aren't, not anymore. You've chosen wisely. If you'd tried to resist their benevolence, you'd have soon revealed you're a spy. Then you'd have died, your life wasted.”

“I don't understand. Aren't you going to kill me?”

The bandit chuckled. “Of course not. You're a good man, Lord Captain. I'm sorry we lost you. They've gained you, and you're still serving the Empire. I feel satisfied with that. The Lord General Claw, however, might be furious and order you to die. That's as the bandit general wills. I won't tell him you're too good a man to kill. My place isn't to tell others how to live, eh? All I can do is live an exemplary life and pray others learn from my example. May the Infinite grant you a long life in which to serve. Bless you, Lord Captain, and walk with the Infinite in your heart.”

In awe, Silent Whisper bowed deeply to the bandit and watched him walk toward the door. Making himself comfortable in the sparse shade, the Captain sorted through what the bandit had told him. Odd how a man I don't even know can free me from a prison that others made for me, he thought, thanking the Infinite for releasing him from Scowling Tiger's service.

Biting his lip, Silent Whisper sighed.

* * *

At her push, the door creaked open; Trickling Stream hoped it didn't fall off its hinges into her hand. As she stepped through the door, the house shields stopped the pervasive noise of the flow. Entering what looked like a waiting room, she wondered why not one person there had answered the door.

Twenty people crowded a room that would comfortably hold six, some of them standing, most sitting on the dirt floor. The few chairs looked so feeble a person's weight would crush them—but none were empty. Two or three people looked toward her as she entered. The rest looked indifferent, as though poverty had ground their humanity into dust.

She saw a curtain-covered doorway on the opposite side of the room. The curtain slid aside and an old man doddered out. Behind him, a blond-haired, green-eyed woman looked past him and said, “Next!”

Trickling Stream strode across the dirt, nimbly avoiding bare and calloused feet. Near the doorway, an old woman in rags struggled to stand. Helping her to her feet, Trickling Stream escorted her into the next room.

Gentle Hand looked at the old woman's ragged clothing, then at Trickling Stream's silk robes—and frowned. “What do you want?”

Silent Whisper would take her head for her insolence, she thought, glad she'd left him outside. “I wish to speak with you, Lady Hand.”

“Sorry, I'm busy. Come back after the Lord Emperor does something about the poverty. I won't have a free moment until then.” Gentle Hand turned and helped the old woman onto the examination table. “Looks like you have an ovarian tumor. I'll have to remove your ovaries and perhaps your uterus.”

She has the bedside manner of an executioner, Trickling Stream thought, dismayed.

“Oh, my,” the old woman said, looking afraid. “Does that mean I can't share my pleasures with my mate anymore? I don't have much else, eh?”

“No, not at all,” Gentle Hand replied, smiling. “You'll still have your vagina. After I remove your ovaries, you'll need regular treatments of estrogen. Once every six months or so should do it.”

“I don't have no money like that,” she complained.

“You can't afford not to have your ovaries removed either,” Gentle Hand said calmly. “You'll die in a year if they don't come out. Don't worry about the cost; just come back to see me in six months.”

“But I don't feel right, not payin' you! I maybe don't have no money for the operation.”

“How much money do you have?”

“I got only three taels.”

“That's fine. Do you want to have the operation now, or would you like to think about it and come back?”

“Do I got to wait, like I did today? I been here all day, you know.”

“Probably.” Gentle Hand sighed.

Trickling Stream guessed the medacor had worked non-stop since morning. What she'd first thought was callous indifference was simply fatigue.

“Will it hurt?”

“Not much.” Gentle Hand smiled.

“Well, do it now then, and thank you. Infinite bless you.” The old woman lay back at the medacor's bidding. Suddenly, she slept.

Trickling Stream's knees almost buckled from the peripheral energy of Gentle Hand's sleep compulsion.

Moving around the table, the medacor bumped into Trickling Stream and frowned, looking puzzled. “Are you still here?”

“What can I do to help, Lady Hand?”

“Why don't you just drop the 'Lady,' all right? I'm a peasant. Thank you for being considerate, but it's not necessary. Stand on the other side of her. Yes, right there. You don't faint at the sight of blood, do you? Good, then you'll do. I'll instruct you as we go along. If you really want to help, tell your Matriarch to give me back my son, eh? I'd be done with all those patients out there if she hadn't taken him. As it is I have a full waiting room, most of whom I'll have to send away.

“All right, I need you to dab the blood from the incision. I'll pinch off all the arteries, but there'll be a lot of blood in the abdominal cavity. What's your talent? Dehydration? What kind of talent is that? Sorry, I just never heard of it. Might be useful here, though. Sure, try it. Better than those expensive sponges. Of course, I always knew I'd lose him, but I didn't expect he'd be gone at seven years old! He's just a baby!

“Here we go. Oh, my, look at the tumor. Let's take you out of there, along with the ovary you've eaten. There, get that blood; that's it. The other ovary has growths; out it comes. What I wouldn't do for an assistant right now. Then I'd have to pay that assistant, which I can't afford. Do I really need to remove the uterus? Looks all right, and so does the vagina. Good, good. Here, take these, and I'll close her up. Over there, in that bin. There, that was easy, and not a seam to show where I opened her. With a dose of estrogen, she'll be good for another six months. Wake up!”

The old woman stirred, looking disoriented. “Is it over?”

Gentle Hand nodded and stepped to a sink to wash the blood off her hands. “Just leave your money on the table there. I left your uterus because I didn't see anything wrong with it, but I did take your ovaries. You'll be sore for a week or so. Come back in six months for another dose of estrogen.”

“Yes, Hand, and thank you. Oh, Infinite bless you for leaving my sex. I'm so grateful.” The old woman slipped off the table and stood.

Trickling Stream helped her into the waiting room and said, “Next!”

Of the twenty or so patients only five remained. Among them was the man from across the street. While she watched, he placed a large hand on a young girl's broken leg and healed it.

“What is it?” Gentle Hand asked behind Trickling Stream, then stepped up beside her. “Oh, uh, thank you for your help, Lord.”

Looking toward her, he smiled, his eyes bright blue.

Trickling Stream wondered how he'd healed fifteen patients in so short a time. She looked at Gentle Hand. The medacor didn't look surprised or concerned. Has the man helped here before? Trickling Stream wondered. “Do you know him?”

“He comes to help occasionally, but not often enough that I can rely on him. Lord, would you attend to the other patients while I feed my daughter?” Gentle Hand jingled the old woman's three taels in her palm.

Nodding, the blond man smiled and turned to the next patient.

“Thank you, Lord. Come this way, Lady.” Gentle Hand stepped through another curtain.

Following the woman, Trickling Stream wondered why Gentle Hand called the man “Lord” when she disliked honorifics. Unless the man were nobility, but if so, who was he?

Beyond the doorway were living quarters. On one side of the room was a scullery and refectory, on the other a central room. Opposite her was another doorway, probably the bedroom and excretory—if the abode had an excretory. I can't imagine living in such cramped quarters, she thought, even by myself. With my mate and three sons, I'd find it intolerable. How Gentle Hand endures it, I'll never know.

In a central room chair was an older woman, a baby in her arms. Gentle Hand stepped toward her. “I'll take her now, Grass. That settles your bill. Thank you for your help.” The medacor took the infant from her.

Standing, Grass bowed to Trickling Stream and left.

Gentle Hand loosened her cotton sash, freeing a breast; the child latched on before the mother sat down. “Hungry, eh?”

Smiling, Trickling Stream pulled up a chair opposite her. Shelves lined the central room walls, hundreds of books on them, the only sign of wealth she'd seen. She read a few titles; anatomy, physiology, pharmacology, all the texts looked medicine-related. At the base of one bookshelf was a rolled up mattress. Probably Healing Hand's bed, she thought. “Who's your Matriarch?”

“Don't have one—she disowned me after I left my mate and took his son.” Gentle Hand stroked the infant's head.

Trickling Stream suppressed her shock. “Didn't your mate object also?”

The medacor looked at her calmly. “I told him I'd leave him if he beat the boy again. Would you leave your son with a man like that?”

Frowning, Trickling Stream shook her head. “I admire your courage.”

Gentle Hand smiled. “Thank you.”

“Forgive me for prying. I needed to ask.”

“You're welcome to ask. I can refuse to answer.”

“Indeed. Are you a certified medacor?”

“Yes and no,” Gentle Hand replied. “The Council of Physicians took away my certificate and that senseless title of 'Lady' when my son began to help me. They said he was too young. As if they know who can or can't heal. They tried to stop me from practicing. After half the people from this quarter camped on the steps of their building, they decided to leave me alone—on the condition I practice quietly.”

Trickling Stream chuckled, liking the woman. “Will you try to get re-certified, Lady Hand?”

“I don't need their sheepskin,” Gentle Hand said. “I told you before, I'm a peasant; don't call me 'Lady.' ”

Trickling Stream smiled. “The Lady Matriarch sent me to find out what you do need.”

Gentle Hand looked at her and laughed.

Not the reaction Trickling Stream expected.

“Oh, Infinite help me, I need so much I can't tell you what I need.” Shaking her head, the medacor sighed. “I want my son back, but that won't happen, will it?”

“Hasn't he applied for apprenticeship under the Imperial Medacor?”

“So?”

“The Lady wants to secure him lodging inside the castle where he won't have any distractions from his studies.”

“The Imperial Medacor hasn't accepted him yet!”

“That's only a matter of time,” Trickling Stream replied.

“And if he doesn't accept him?”

“He will.”

Gentle Hand shook her head. “How can you be so sure?”

“The Lady knows. You were there when she had that vision. Your son will become the Imperial Medacor, of that you can be confident. When and in what manner are all that's in question.”

“The Lady Matriarch puts a lot of confidence in her visions,” Gentle Hand said with contempt.

“They've never been wrong—and an Empire depends on the accuracy of her sight. Anyway, the Lady also wants Healing Hand to learn other disciplines. He'll work very hard, Hand. The Lady abides by no indolence.”

Gentle Hand sighed. “All right, so I'll lose the best assistant I'll ever have. I don't want to lose my son as well.” She frowned at the other woman. “So the Lady Matriarch sent you here to find out what I need?”

Trickling Stream nodded.

“I want someone who'll help in the clinic, who'll take care of my daughter when I can't, and who won't begrudge the rotten working conditions, long hours, and complete lack of pay.”

“All right.” Trickling Stream smiled. “Why do you run this clinic?”

“I ask myself that every day, and haven't found an answer. Since I haven't stopped, I must find it rewarding.”

Trickling Stream nodded. “Do you own your home and office?”

Frowning, Gentle Hand shook her head.

“This place needs a few repairs, eh?”

The medacor nodded, looking puzzled.

“Do you need medical supplies?”

Gentle Hand nodded her head vigorously. She looked down at her daughter, who let go of the breast. Putting the infant to her shoulder, she burped the child, then freed her other breast, where the girl latched on.

“Make a list, please, and—”

Poking his head through the doorway, the blond man from across the street interrupted her. “Hand, someone's here with a crate full of everything, says you ordered it.”

“A few items for your household I thought you might need, Hand,” Trickling Stream said. “I hope I haven't been too presumptuous.”

Gentle Hand smiled, her eyes glistening.

“First, the Lady will buy the property and renovate it to suit your needs. For as long as you run the clinic, you may live and work here rent free.”

A big, bright tear spilled from a green, glowing eye.

“Second, a medacor will help you each day. When you so need, a nurse will care for your daughter at any time, day or night.”

A sob shook the woman.

“Third, last, and more important than anything, Hand, the Lady and I want you to continue to treat the people in this area. We'd feel terrible if you had to stop because you lost your assistant. We believe we'd have very little suffering if more people chose to serve the community as you have.”

Her gratitude poured down her face. “Thank you,” Gentle Hand whispered. The infant girl let go and began to cry. “Oh, I'm sorry, precious baby. Mother got upset and lost her milk for a moment.”

“Where's the Lady Stream!” Silent Whisper said gruffly from the other room.

“In here, Lord Captain.” Trickling Stream wondered why he'd come to get her, only fifteen minutes having passed.

Pushing aside the curtain, Silent Whisper nodded to the blond man and looked at Trickling Stream. “Lady, forgive me, but you've a summons.”

“Thank you, Lord Whisper,” she said, standing. “Hand, an architect will come here tomorrow, and you should probably think about the design of your clinic. Any immediate needs you have you can request through him. Infinite be with you.” She bowed, according the woman a respect beyond her station, then stepped past the blond man toward the door. In the empty waiting room, she stopped, frowning. “The Lord and Lady…” she asked in a whisper.

“They escaped,” Silent Whisper replied.

“Oh, thank the Infinite they're safe.” Trickling Stream sighed. “That man, Lord Captain, does he … Why are your eyes red? You've been crying, haven't you? Infinite bless you your caring, Lord. Anyway, does that man look familiar to you?”

Silent Whisper looked back toward the curtained-covered doorway. “He looks a little like Healing Hand.”

“You're right! He looks a lot like Healing Hand,” Trickling Stream whispered. “The man fathered the boy—I'm sure of it. Why does Gentle Hand claim she left him?”

Smiling, Silent Whisper leaned close. “The man's a bandit.”

Oh, Trickling Stream mouthed as he led the way out the door. Stepping through it, past the house shields, she consulted the psychic flow.

The Lord Emperor Flying Arrow was summoning her.

“Why?” she asked, tapping the flow for further information. Terror sank its terrible talons into Trickling Stream's heart. Commanding the Imperial troops at the west gate had been her mate Tumbling Pigeon. The Emperor had ordered him to stop the Matriarch Water's palanquins.

“Are you all right, Lady Stream?” Silent Whisper asked.

The Emperor will have my mate's head for his failure! she thought, feeling his loss already. Looking at the Captain, not seeing him, Trickling Stream gestured mutely toward the castle.

“Shall I come with you?”

She shook her head, the world blurry and distorted.

“You look faint. I'll take you to the castle gate, Lady.”

She felt his firm grip on her arm. A moment later, she began to walk under her own power. “Oh, dear Lord Infinite, where are my children?” she wailed, falling to her knees.

Silent Whisper helped her stand. Trickling Stream began to run, praying her three sons were safe somewhere. Anywhere.







Chapter 18

The psychology of Swords themselves ended their nine-thousand year reign. The tendency in people to identify and emulate figures of authority is strong. Hence, when an object becomes the literal and figurative source of authority, the society governed by that authority reflects the values embodied by that object. One value that the Swords embodied was dominion over others—dominion enforced by the threat of death. Investing a weapon like the Swords with such absolute authority condemned civilization to a nine-thousand year history of bloodshed and violence. What continues to puzzle historians today is that the sovereignty of the Swords lasted so long.—The Fall of the Swords, by Keeping Track.

Carrying official announcements, news of importance, rumor and speculation, the psychic flow is the medium that Emperors often use to disseminate their opinions, sometimes in very subtle ways. The Imperial Swords enable Emperors to infuse the flow with the intensity and duration they need for each particular message. The Emperors Condor, for instance, generated feelings of racial superiority and xenophobia with the Western Imperial Sword. Always pervading the flow were subliminal suggestions that pure Western heritage was better than mixed extraction, and that anyone without blue-black hair and epicanthic eyes was barbaric and untrustworthy. The Emperors Condor infused very little energy into this suggestion but never ceased broadcasting it. Hence, despite the suggestion's weakness, its very endurance and pervasiveness indoctrinated everyone within the borders of the Western Empire.—The Great Universal Mind, by the Sorcerer Flowing Mind.

* * *

Someone shook her shoulder, waking her. Bubbling Water opened her eyes to a star-filled sky, wondering momentarily where she was. Hot water lapping at her stomach, she remembered.

When she reached the camp, Snarling Jaguar suggested a hot bath. They walked around the hill, inside the perimeter of tent, to a hastily constructed bath. Sap beaded the new plank of narrow step. They led up to a wooden platform with a low railing, the bath built around a large iron cauldron. A pyrathon had already heated the water nearly to scalding. Before they disrobed for the bath, Bubbling Water scanned the area with trace sectathonics. She found thousands of Jaguar soldiers and one odd, familiar signature. Snarling Jaguar sent a warrior to investigate, concerned that sentries hadn't seen and dealt with the intruder already. The warrior returned sick with several ailments and Healing Hand. After the boy cured the warrior of his afflictions and explained his presence, Snarling Jaguar insisted they all three bathe. In the water Bubbling Water fell asleep.

“Thank you for waking me, Lord Jaguar,” she said, yawning. “I'm sorry—I didn't mean to fall asleep.” She dunked her head to wash the dregs of sleep from her mind.

“I couldn't let you sleep in here all night, Lady.” Snarling Jaguar stepped from the bath and over to a bucket. While he eliminated, Healing Hand and Bubbling Water politely looked elsewhere. As in the Eastern Empire, bodily functions in the Southern Empire were just bodily functions. In the Western Empire elimination was a private matter, obscene to discuss or see.

Bubbling Water pulled herself from the bath. A servant began to dry her, and a coiffeuse worked the snarls from her long sopping hair. “I'm Climbing Ivy, Lady Matriarch,” the coiffeuse said in the Southern language. “How would you like your hair?”

While describing her favorite coiffure, Bubbling Water glanced at Healing Hand. A servant insisted on drying him; he looked uncomfortable with the attention. After that indignity, Healing Hand snatched the loincloth from the servant and put it on. Then he grabbed the small robe from the railing before the servant could. Grudgingly, he accepted the moccasins and comb from the servant. “I can dress myself, thank you.”

Bubbling Water tried not to giggle. A servant helped her dress in a soft lambskin loincloth, then a silk halter. “Careful with the pyrokinesis, Ivy,” she said in the language of the south. “My hair's more sensitive to heat than what you usually work with.”

“Yes, Lady, I've noticed,” the Southern coiffeuse replied.

“If I become a medacor, Lady Water, do I have to learn that awful-sounding language?”

“To be of service to your liege lord,” Snarling Jaguar replied, “you must discipline your actions, emotions and thoughts. To become a leader, Hand, you must compel people, which requires a knowledge of your language, and perhaps other languages.”

“Oh,” Healing Hand said. “I guess it's not that awful.”

Snarling Jaguar chuckled. Fully-dressed, he stepped to the small set of stairs. “I'll be at the entrance to the main tent. Follow at your leisure,” he said, pointing up the hill and leaving.

Bowing, Bubbling Water frowned at Healing Hand, who hadn't. Have I ever seen him bow? she wondered. While she looked at her reflection in a hand-held mirror, the coiffeuse deftly arranged Healing Hand's hair.

“What are you doing?!”

Climbing Ivy sent an image needing no translation.

“First I have to take a bath,” Healing Hand complained. “Then someone acts like I can't dress. Now this. I'm gonna be sick! Give me the mirror, Lady Water.”

“You look handsome,” Bubbling Water told him, caressing his chin. Glancing from his reflection to her, he looked at her in disbelief. “You do, Hand! More handsome than the Lord Bear.”

“Now I know you're fibbing, Lady Water!” Shoving the mirror into her hand, Healing Hand tousled his hair and stepped toward the stairs. “You think the Lord Bear's the most handsome man you know.”

“True,” Bubbling Water said, uncomfortable that the boy knew so much about her. Sighing in acceptance, she reminded herself that Healing Hand needed to learn discretion.

Following him down the steps, Bubbling Water strode face first into the cool night air. They began to ascend the steep slope, toward the sprawling tent crowning the crest of hill. Above the tent, the three-headed jaguar banner fluttered in the wind. The light from within framed Snarling Jaguar, talking quietly with Stalking Jaguar.

Miles to the east, a slumbering city surrounded the edifice of Emparia Castle, glowing bright in the night. Seeing it, Bubbling Water knew now was as good a time as any. Stopping, she put her hand on the boy's shoulder, her fingers wound in his golden locks. “Little Hand,” she said, sighing, “you know how your talent enables you to learn so much about the people you treat?”

Healing Hand nodded, sensing her reluctance.

“Already you've learned several secrets that…” Searching for the best approach, Bubbling Water decided that euphemism simply couldn't suffice for truth. “Secrets that could get you killed.”

“I know,” Healing Hand whispered, head bowed in shame.

“There's no shame in having a talent like yours. I'd be proud. It's a gift of the Infinite, who meant you to have it and to use it. What you tell others is what concerns me. What you said back there, Hand, was personal to me, and—”

“You mean about the Lord Bear?”

“Yes, and—”

“It's the truth!”

“Yes, it is true,” she said, smiling and gathering patience. “Sometimes, Little Hand, truths are painful and dangerous. You remember what the Sorcerer did to my daughter? If everyone knew of the deed, what do you think would happen?” She felt his probe. “No, Hand, I want you to find the answer inside you.”

“People would die?” Staring at her, his eyes larger than moons, Healing Hand whispered, “It's that dangerous? No fibbing?”

“No fibbing.”

Looking toward the castle, he sat heavily on the ground. A sparkling tear slid down his cheek. Sitting beside him, Bubbling Water gathered him to her. A telepathic whisper touched her mind. Looking toward the two men above them, Bubbling Water caught the portable shield Stalking Jaguar had thrown. Activating it, she felt the barrier enclose herself and the boy.

When he could speak, Healing Hand wiped his face clear of sorrow. “I don't want to know what I know.”

Hesitant before to have the memory erased, Bubbling Water considered letting him keep it. The seed could grow into the dense foliage of discretion an Imperial Medacor needed. With just his talents, Healing Hand would learn many secrets as dangerous. No time was too soon for the seed to be sown.

Although he'd listened in upon her thoughts, Healing Hand wished to be rid of the knowledge still. Despite his years, he was wise enough to recognize the need for the painful lesson.

Emitting gentle support, Bubbling Water waited, the decision his alone.

“Lady Water, I think I'll learn—” he lifted the word from her mind “—discretion.”

Bubbling Water chuckled, hugging him. “I knew you'd decide wisely. What might help, Little Hand, is to think about the effects of your telling on others. When you can balance your needs against those of others, then your disclosures will be discreet.”

He thought about that one. “It's not easy to learn, eh?”

“No, it isn't.” Picking up the spherical shield, Bubbling Water switched it off and stood. Helping the boy to his feet, she put her arm around his shoulder. They began to climb the hill, wrapped in thought.

“Thank you, Lord Heir,” she said as they approached the two men.

“A small kindness for a lady far more kind.” Stalking Jaguar caught the thrown shield.

“Infinite bless your gilded tongue. Lord Emperor, can you get a message into Emparia City?”

“What message and where, Lady Water?”

“To Healing Hand's mother at her clinic in the southwestern quarter, that he's in my care.” She tousled the boy's hair affectionately.

“I already sent such a message, Lady Matriarch,” Stalking Jaguar replied.

“Oh, why thank you, Lord Heir.” Bubbling Water smiled gratefully at him.

Snarling Jaguar gestured them inside, his hand on the boy's shoulder. Stalking Jaguar led the way and Snarling Jaguar took up the rear. Inside the large tent was a maze of tapestry. Each shimmering wall embroidered with a pattern or scene, the corridors unfolded before them, the tapestry ahead as intricate and beautiful as the ones to the sides and behind. The labyrinth reminded Bubbling Water of Emparia Castle itself, with its countless stairwells, cavernous amphitheaters and convoluted construction.

Stalking Jaguar stopped, stepped to one side, knelt and bowed. The tapestry was of a large, ferocious jaguar face, its fangs long and dripping saliva, its eyes fierce and viciously feline. Bubbling Water knelt opposite the Southern Heir. Healing Hand looked at them, puzzled. Snarling Jaguar stepped around him and lowered himself to a velvet cushion, his back to the image. Bubbling Water nudged the boy toward the ground with a whisper of talent. Turning red, Healing Hand knelt and bowed.

Snarling Jaguar nodded to acknowledge their obeisances. The other three straightened. “No one is to disturb us,” he said, addressing empty air. From beyond the flimsy walls, the creak of leather and susurrus of silk receded. They were alone now. Bubbling Water guessed that ever-present guards had shadowed the group.

“Why do you have all that gold and stuff on your hands, Lord Emperor?” Healing Hand asked, reaching to touch metalled hands.

“The purpose of the jewelry, Hand, has little to do with the ornamental value.” Snarling Jaguar held out his left fist at arm's length. “Lady Water, would you measure the weight?”

Nodding, she applied her telekinesis, lifting only the metal and not the flesh. “About seventy pounds, Lord.”

“I've lost some baubles,” the Emperor said in mock distress. “They usually weigh seventy-five pounds.” He dropped his arm; it crashed with a metallic clash to his knee. “Like all parts of the body, a person must exercise the hands and arms frequently to maintain their strength. Too often I'm so busy with the Empire, I grow lazy. I could use hunks of lead, but silver, gold and platinum are much prettier, Hand. Don't you think, Lady Water?”

“Much prettier, Lord.”

“My turn, Little Hand. You've applied for apprenticeship under the Imperial Medacor, eh? I saw how you sickened the guard I sent to investigate. Can you make anyone sick to the degree you can make them healthy?”

Healing Hand frowned. “Yes, Lord Emperor, but I don't like to. I really didn't make the guard very sick, either.”

“Hearing that pleases me, Little Hand.” The Emperor pulled from his sleeve a small device with many buttons. He punched several, and Bubbling Water felt the tent's electrical shields change. A hole opened on the side toward the castle. “Do you see that archer, there on the city wall?”

He found the archer with his trace sectathonic sight and nodded.

“Give him a rash, Hand.”

The Arrow Archer tore at his clothes to scratch the inflammations breaking out all over his body. As suddenly, the rash disappeared, leaving the archer baffled.

Chuckling, the Emperor pressed a few buttons and repaired the hole in the shields, then tucked the shield-control panel into his robes. “Well done, Little Hand.”

“That was nothing, Lord Emperor,” Healing Hand said.

“I hear no false humility in your voice or manner,” Snarling Jaguar said. “Have you done that at greater distances, Hand?”

“Thirty miles, Lord.”

“Infinite help us,” Bubbling Water said. No one could send farther than twenty-five miles without help such as the focus in the Imperial Sword. “Are you training in the arts of war, Little Hand?”

Healing Hand shook his head.

“From what I've seen, you might also become a psychological Wizard.” Another Wizard-medacor, she thought, remembering her old friend Easing Comfort—a blond haired man with blue eyes and large hands. Panic gripped her. She began to glance at Healing Hand, then shut her mind and looked away. She knew the resemblance was no coincidence.

“The Infinite has given you great gifts, child.” Snarling Jaguar glanced at Bubbling Water. “I hope you find the guidance to use them wisely.”

“Yes, Lord Emperor.” Looking torn by internal shame, Healing Hand didn't see Bubbling Water's reaction.

“Have you seen the unwise use already?”

“Yes, Lord Emperor,” the boy said, glancing at the Matriarch.

She reassured him with a smile, relieved she could dissemble her shock into the conversation.

“Let that be an example of what not to do, then,” Snarling Jaguar admonished. “Of course, to learn truly, a person needs exemplary models as well.”

“I agree, Lord Emperor,” Bubbling Water said. “I'll find him good examples, and not worry about the others. Despicable acts aren't uncommon.”

“Not uncommon enough, Lady Water. Are you hungry, Hand? My son, take Hand to the scullery and find him food. Have something sent here for the Lady Water and me also.”

“Yes, Father.” Bowing, Stalking Jaguar stood. “I'll wager we can find a ton of pastries and sweetmeats, Hand.”

The boy looked at the Matriarch, who nodded. Smiling, Healing Hand bowed and rose to follow the Heir. Watching them go, she felt sad that a boy so young had to mature so fast. Like him, she'd had little time to be just a child.

Bubbling Water turned her head to find Snarling Jaguar staring at her. He'd shed his Imperial skin. He was, after all, a man her own age.







Chapter 19

The veil of time shrouds the legend of the Medacor Sword. Somewhere in the Northern Empire during Lofty Lion's reign, the Eastern Imperial Medacor and the Northern Sorcerer forged a talisman. They decided to install the circuits into a sword—probably as a perverse joke, since a medacor has little use for the taking of life. As the two men completed the talisman, the Emperor Lofty Lion struck, blasting the place apart with the Imperial Sword, killing the Medacor and Sorcerer. Everyone thought the blast had destroyed the Medacor Sword, since no one found it in the wreckage.—Legends Before the Fall, by Grim Teller.

* * *

“May I partake of thy bubbling water, beautiful lady?” Snarling Jaguar asked, grinning.

Returning his smile, she knew she would, desiring him. The price for her wasn't as great as for him, she only a Matriarch, he an Emperor. “Yes,” she said simply. Bubbling Water was past the age at which she'd have wanted him to persuade her. Not that she disliked romance, merely that the time they spent romancing they might spend in better ways, such as discussing affairs of state. Of course, we do have to discuss our affair of state, she thought.

“Have you no desire for the chase?” he asked.

“Are you one to whom the chase is more pleasure than the capture?”

Snarling Jaguar laughed, then grew suddenly sober. “What disturbed you so much when you told Healing Hand that he might become a Wizard?”

His question dampened the fire in her loins. A part of her welcomed this, another protested it. Ah, well, she thought, we'll get to that when the time is right. “Does that cushion have room for me?” Smiling, Snarling Jaguar moved aside. Joining him, Bubbling Water snuggled into his embrace.

“Did you ever meet Easing Comfort, son of the Imperial Medacor Assuaging Comfort?” she asked. “I thought not. Assuaging Comfort and his assistant, Soothing Spirit, went north and met with the Northern Sorcerer Skulking Hawk. They built a talisman to aid the Wizard-Medacor in his profession. At the moment they finished the talisman, Lofty Lion blasted the place apart with the Imperial Sword, killing them both. Soothing Spirit was far enough away that he survived with only bad scars. Since Assuaging Comfort didn't tell him why they were there, Smoking Arrow exonerated him. The Medacor Apprentice Easing Comfort, his father's successor, avoided the executioner's blade somehow. Smoking Arrow denied him the position of Imperial Medacor because of his father's criminal behavior. He became a Tiger Patriarchy retainer—the wrong choice, as we now know. Anyway, Easing Comfort's also a Wizard-medacor, like his father. He has blond hair and blue eyes and large hands, like my young charge Healing Hand.”

Snarling Jaguar nodded, but said nothing.

“Healing Hand also bears his matronym, not his patronym. The father doesn't live with the mother. The maternal link is so strong I doubt Healing Hand even knows his father.”

“You don't know the father's name, then?”

Bubbling Water shook her head.

“You think Easing Comfort's the father?”

She nodded. “Yes—and that bothers me.”

“That would bother me as well, but not for the reasons you might think. I don't believe that a father passes defects onto the son. What worries me about Healing Hand's paternity is how he'll react when he learns his father's identity. Does the father have contact with the family? Are there siblings?”

“Yes, a sister, an infant sister.”

Snarling Jaguar nodded. “The same father?”

“I don't know. Since Healing Hand's only seven, I'd say yes.” The two of them exchanged a glance. “If he hasn't become bitter, like so many expatriates, Easing Comfort won't harm him. I pray he hasn't abandoned his gentle ways. Infinite knows what a disillusioned expatriate Wizard-medacor would do to his own son.” Frowning, Bubbling Water looked at him. “Something baffles me, Lord. A few days before the negotiations, I envisioned Healing Hand would become the Imperial Medacor—and serve my son the Lord Emperor.”

“You must be wrong, especially with the Succession Assured, eh?”

“I may misunderstand the visions, Lord, but my prescience hasn't ever been wrong. Even so, I don't know how both could be accurate.”

“Prophecy is a gift of the Infinite and inscrutable to mere humans, eh? Don't let it trouble you, Lady; you'll see resolution.”

Someone scratched at a tapestry to their immediate right. A tray slid underneath; food had arrived. Pulling the tray toward them, Snarling Jaguar lifted the lid. “Ah, Infinite bless that boy—my favorite!” On a plate was a pile of meat and cheese cubes, beside it two goblets of sheep's milk.

“I'll gain twenty pounds if I eat that,” Bubbling Water muttered.

Snarling Jaguar looked offended. “A little weight will do you good, woman!”

“You just want to fatten me up—as you do all your concubines.”

“Eh? Who's your spy? I'll have to have everyone examined again, and then I'll only catch the spy you wanted me to catch.”

“Of course,” she said slyly, picking up what looked like a frog leg. “Sparkling Stream's chosen the Lord Stalking Jaguar. How valuable is a concubine for the Lord Heir?”

Snarling Jaguar nibbled on a piece of cheese. “Shall we negotiate the length of her service?”

“That would be one item on our agenda, yes.” She smiled seductively.

He laughed aloud. “What other items might we have, eh?”

“You summoned me, Lord, enticing me with a proposition for my ears only.” The Eastern word “proposition” implied mutually consensual sex, but not the Southern word, which Bubbling Water had used.

“Well, I suppose I'll proposition you then,” Snarling Jaguar said, using the Eastern word. “Later, though. I think Flying Arrow will decide he wants the Traitress. While she's in my possession, he won't do anything. Once I give her to you, he'll renege on his bargain.”

“Forgive me, Lord, your concern's unwarranted.”

“I disagree, Lady. The Lord General asked you to acquire the Traitress, didn't he? Did he give a reason?”

“ 'Make sure she's safe,' was all he said. At the time, I was less concerned with his reasons and more concerned for his safety.”

“As I suspected. Other than his interest in his brother's widow, Guarding Bear has very good reason for wanting the Traitress. Reasons similar to mine that wholly justify my concern. Still, I am curious to know the details of this feud between Scowling Tiger and Guarding Bear.”

Bubbling Water frowned. “It's a long story, Lord, and I'm not likely to give an unbiased account.” She smiled when he gestured her to continue nonetheless, then sighed, reluctant. Infinite grant me peace, she thought.

“Guarding Bear was sixteen when he and Brazen Bear incited the Caven Hills to rebel. Scowling Tiger, Prefect of the region, sent a battalion of Arrow soldiers to quell the uprising, putting his younger brother Howling Tiger in command. The rebels annihilated the battalion, and Guarding Bear assumed unofficial control of the region. A year later Smoking Arrow appointed Guarding Bear as civil administrator and forced Scowling Tiger to give up the Caven Hills.

“Not long afterward, I heard a rumor that Melding Mind, the Sorcerer's son, was treating Scowling Tiger for impotence. The Tiger Patriarchy wasn't likely to suffer badly, being one of the largest, but the impotence shamed Scowling Tiger.”

“Terrible for a man to be impotent,” Snarling Jaguar said. “Worse to be sterile. Thank the Infinite, I'm neither. Speaking of sterility…”

“Terrible,” she said when he didn't continue. “Especially for a man of eminent position. When a man cannot procreate, all in his service suffer. What about sterility?”

Snarling Jaguar laughed. “I shouldn't have to remind you, Lady Water. Your Lord Emperor shoots pointless arrows, eh?” She looked at him blankly; he looked at the tent ceiling. “So how did he impregnate his consort if he's shooting imaginary arrows?”

“I don't know.” Bubbling Water shrugged.

“Don't you care?”

She thought a moment, then shook her head. “No.”

Snarling Jaguar laughed again, shaking his head. “Explain that to me.”

“Why? You know the reason—you said it yourself, eh? 'A Succession Assured brings peace to the Empire.' We both know the strife of interregnums. No one wants the Empire to plunge into civil war between Flying Arrow's death and the next Emperor's accession.”

“I don't believe this. Even you, the Peasant Upstart Usurper's mate, don't care how Flying Arrow impregnated his consort. Incredible.”

Shrugging, Bubbling Water continued as if uninterrupted. “Anyway, Guarding Bear and I mated, and Flying Arrow was born. Scowling Tiger became Commanding General when Towering Oak retired. Smoking Arrow began to decline with senility. As he declined, the Imperial Ruling Council assumed more authority—as it should.

“Scowling Tiger's disposition is important to understand. About a year before the insurrection, he inherited two prefectures and a large Patriarchy. All who knew his father held him in high esteem. Stretching Tiger was as much or more to the Empire as Guarding Bear is now—wealthy, influential and ancient of lineage. The Tiger Patriarchy would've claimed the throne if Smoking Arrow hadn't perpetuated his line. The son's ambition, however, was far greater than his father's, and his ability far less.”

“Lady Water, I find your willful blindness exasperating. First you say you don't care how Flying Arrow impregnated his consort, then you say your mate will probably be the next Emperor if Flying Arrow fails to sire a child. How, by the Infinite, do you reconcile those two incongruous facts?”

“Do you want to hear this story or not?” Bubbling Water asked, indignant.

“Yes, Lady, I want to hear this story.” Snarling Jaguar sighed.

“Hush, then. In the face of those expectations, Guarding Bear stole one of Scowling Tiger's prefectures, killed his brother and ground his face into his own mess in several matters. To salt the wound, my sister Steaming Water betrothed me to Scowling Tiger (without asking me), got pregnant and turned the Matriarchy over to me. I refused to mate that fur-licking alley cat, of course, and she miscarried. Not long afterward, she conceived again. Guarding Bear and I announced our betrothal the next spring, and Steaming Water gave birth to Flying Arrow, assuring the Succession. Each of these events humiliated Scowling Tiger even further. What really emasculated him was that he couldn't get an erection any longer, and he blamed everything on Guarding Bear.

“I've saved the straw that broke the servant's back for last. Shortly after Smoking Arrow granted Guarding Bear hereditary rights to the Caven Hills, Fleeting Snow emerged as the most beautiful woman in the Empire, despite her humble birth. All the unmated males lusted for and courted her, Scowling Tiger among them. She was the only woman who aroused his member from its slumber. After two years of a tumultuous courtship, Fleeting Snow said she'd mate Scowling Tiger.

“Then she met Brazen Bear. Like many of us, she loved his gentle demeanor, so at odds with his brother's rough manner. Truly, the two brothers were little different. Guarding Bear had to look strong and invulnerable. Other Prefects soon consume one perceived as weak, eh?

“Fleeting Snow's change of heart enraged Scowling Tiger. A pity Brazen Bear mated her; he might be alive if he hadn't. As Smoking Arrow waned, growing more and more senile, the Imperial Ruling Council waxed. With its increasing regulation of Imperial affairs, Scowling Tiger, by then President of the Imperial Ruling Council, gathered more power. In his rage he acted in ways that no loyal citizen would consider.

“Scowling Tiger invented a plot to assassinate Smoking Arrow, implicating Brazen Bear as the assassin and as the leader of the Broken Arrows. In Brazen Bear's home, Imperial troops found hundreds of Broken Arrow banners. His conviction and sentencing on charges of treason soon followed. Guarding Bear had to denounce his own brother and take a leave of absence from the Ruling Council.”

Bubbling Water breathed deeply three times and focused on the electrical torchlight reflecting off a goblet rim. “The dilemma between his love for Brazen Bear and the need to sacrifice his brother tore Guarding Bear apart.

“I considered dissolving my mateship to him, so terrible was his rage. The moment the executioner's blade fell, Guarding Bear died inside. He was a scabbard without a sword, a quiver without an arrow. Those were such terrible times for us all.

“After Brazen Bear died, Scowling Tiger ordered a stay of execution for Fleeting Snow. Like a thief, he removed her from the dungeons of Emparia Castle. Giving the flimsy excuse that her safety concerned him, he took her to his home in Crag. Not a year later, the Lord Emperor Smoking Arrow died. In the confusion, what Scowling Tiger had done wasn't important.

“At Flying Arrow's coronation, not a single fellow Emperor appeared. The insult was intolerable to the Emperor-elect and the Empire itself. Lofty Lion persuaded you and the newly-invested Soaring Condor to decline the invitations. Even though he was only fourteen years old, Flying Arrow declared war on the Northern Empire. He took the position of Commanding General from Scowling Tiger and gave it to Guarding Bear. Whether simply better for the task, a ploy to rid the Council of Guarding Bear, or a way to pull another of Scowling Tiger's claws, I don't know. The appointment was crucial to my mate's recovery. Without a war to fight, he might not have survived his grief for Brazen Bear.”

“Guarding Bear should have refused to war on the Northern Empire,” Snarling Jaguar said.

“Eh? Why do you say that?” Bubbling Water asked.

“Flying Arrow might not be Emperor now, eh? The Eastern citizens knew he was petulant and cruel. Without mine and my fellow Emperors' sanction, Flying Arrow might not have succeeded his father without Guarding Bear's support.”

“Flying Arrow would've just asked Scowling Tiger to lead the Eastern Armed Forces.”

“Perhaps, Lady, perhaps not. Scowling Tiger might have also refused to attack the Northern Empire. The result would've been a struggle for the throne.” Snarling Jaguar smiled. “I think that that was Guarding Bear's only defeat, and the worst blunder of his career.”

“I hadn't considered that. You might be right,” Bubbling Water admitted, mulling it over. “Anyway, in less than a year's time, he defeated Lofty Lion's armies. Already, Lofty Lion and Guarding Bear had dueled, and the Northern Emperor cleaved his nose in half—the only duel to date my mate didn't win.

“Guarding Bear was laying siege to the castle when Flying Arrow came north. Until someone duels and defeats the Emperor himself, of course, the war continues. Flying Arrow issued the usual challenge, and the two Emperors fought on the plains of the Northern Empire for three days and nights. On the third night, Lofty Lion wounded Flying Arrow, a cut across the muscles of his upper left arm. Despite the wound, Flying Arrow disarmed Lofty Lion, capturing him.

“During the war, the Northern Heir Sword disappeared. Flying Arrow was livid when he learned no one could find it. He personally questioned Lofty Lion. The former Emperor remembered destroying it, but Flowing Mind found traces of psychic signature in the memory. The signature was Lurking Hawk's.”

“That's why Flying Arrow made him Sorcerer!” Snarling Jaguar said.

“Exactly, Lord—so Lurking Hawk will eventually lead him to the Heir Sword, if he knows where it is. Some whisper that the information was so deep in Lofty Lion's mind he didn't have access to it. Only the Infinite knows the truth. Lofty Lion died during the interrogation, unable to endure seeing his people slaughtered.”

Snarling Jaguar nodded, frowning. “I felt appalled when I heard Flying Arrow executed every Northerner in front of Lofty Lion, one by one.”

“I felt sick that a boy I'd reared was capable of such inhumane brutality. He'd always been a difficult child. As young as I was, without children yet and not much beyond childhood myself, I was ill-prepared to rear him. As Matriarch and Steaming Water's sister, though, I had to care for him as my own. Oh, Infinite forgive me my inexperience.” Bubbling Water sighed quietly, feeling anew the guilt with which she'd so long lived.

Snarling Jaguar held her. “I can see how you might feel responsible for a child you reared, Lady Water, but he's not of your flesh.”

In a society that acculturated people to think faults genetic, Bubbling Water nodded, her head buried in his shoulder, still feeling she'd failed somehow. A child she'd reared had exterminated an entire people. It was unconscionable: She literally couldn't keep the idea in her conscious mind. Defense mechanisms soon repressed the internal conflict until she could function once more.

“Our society values a woman's ability to bear and rear children. I've known women to fall on their knives because they felt responsible for their progeny, especially for daughters. Smoking Arrow compromised my authority in rearing Flying Arrow. He implicitly forbade me to discipline his son and Heir. Any child with few limits grows into an adult without a sense of morality. If I'd been older and more assertive, and Smoking Arrow more interested in the welfare of his only child, Flying Arrow might have received better guidance.” She shook her head. “ 'Might haves' are the worst of illusions.”

Snarling Jaguar nodded. “They keep us from seeing what's true.”

“Indeed,” Bubbling Water said, sighing. “Flying Arrow's a true tyrant.”







Chapter 20

The custom of killing all male descendants of a vanquished enemy evolved during the Sovereignty of the Swords. The original reasoning was that sons sought revenge upon their fathers' murderers. The reason for continuing this custom differs from its origin. No matter what the father's offense, the trait passed from father to son—in effect a genetic flaw, despite scientific evidence that the genes don't encode such flaws. Such fallacious reasoning exemplifies the psychology of the Swords themselves.—The Fall of the Swords, by Keeping Track.

The matriarchies are a law unto themselves. We vehemently oppose the interference of men and honor canons sacred only to women. According to Matriarchal Law, a woman and all her daughters belong to only one Matriarchy. Although blood-lines run strong, a woman can change matriarchies with the approval of both Matriarchs involved. While custom decrees that children have matronyms and patronyms according to gender, the members of a matriarchy needn't all have the same matronym. In fact, for all members to have the same matronym is unusual. Whatever matriarchy to which a woman belongs, she does the will of the Matriarch. To mate whom the Matriarch says. To dissolve a mateship as the Matriarch says. To carry to term or abort a pregnancy as the Matriarch says. To fall on her knife or not as the Matriarch says. Or to accept a younger sister as the new Matriarch.—Matriarchal Law: Precepts and Canons, by the Matriarch Rippling Water.

* * *

“How could you let the Usurper escape, you fornicating imbecile?” Flying Arrow bellowed at the prostrate man in the eastern hall.

“Forgive me, Lord Emperor Arrow!” wailed the Lieutenant Tumbling Pigeon, his forehead against the cold, blue-and-white stone.

“Only those who don't know what they're doing deserve forgiveness, you despicable droppings of diseased dog!”

“How could I have known of the crack in the city wall, Lord Emperor Arrow?” Tumbling Pigeon asked, looking up. Drops of sweat poured down his alabaster face and pooled under his quivering chin.

“By expecting any hint of subterfuge, Lieutenant!” Flying Arrow yelled, rubbing his upper left arm with his bandaged right hand. “Especially from that Imperial Whore!” He secured the sheathed Imperial Sword to his left side with his blue and white sash. Standing, he descended to the first step of the dais. A shiver shook him. On impulse, he glanced left and right at the two statues standing at the forward corners. For a moment, he'd thought they were watching him. Silently, he vowed to get rid of them. The statues had been gifts from Guarding Bear.

“Bring his mate and children!” Flying Arrow yelled. Blast those lazy Arrow Warriors anyway! he thought. They couldn't capture a single Bear Warrior for interrogation!

* * *

Tumbling Pigeon shuddered at the Emperor's order, fearing now not for his own life, but for the lives of his children. “Lord Emperor Arrow, I beg of you to spare my family. Hurl me onto my own knife and toss my body to the dogs, but please let my children live!”

“Silence!” the Emperor spat.

Tumbling Pigeon was desperate for some artifice to save his three sons. “Lord Emperor Arrow, they're your blood relatives!”

“Indeed—I should have long ago corrected whatever madness possessed the Matriarch to mate her daughter to you! Now be still!”

Pacing back and forth on the lower step of the dais, Flying Arrow kept his gaze on the prostrate man. Tumbling Pigeon shuddered. The Emperor's expression, fraught with contempt and anger, made his visage wholly inhuman. In this mood, he was Steaming Water resurrected, his mother renown for her wrath and tyranny.

The Lieutenant had heard tales of the Empress who'd died giving birth to Flying Arrow. While a young woman, Steaming Water mated the Emperor Smoking Arrow and ruled Emparia Castle and the Water Matriarchy with an iron fist. Not long before her death, Steaming Water ordered five of her six younger sisters to change their names to Stream. Leaving only Bubbling Water with the matronym, Steaming Water declared this youngest sister of seven the Matriarch, abdicating the title.

Much displeased with Steaming Water, the five sisters had welcomed Bubbling Water's appointment to the Matriarchate, thinking her easier to manipulate. Having to change theirs and their daughters' names had pleased them less. They'd liked the influence inherent in sharing a matronym with the Empress. Steaming Water had ordered her sisters to adopt a different matronym to prevent a future claim on the Matriarchate, strengthening the youngest sister's hold on the position.

The Sisters Stream, however, had mistaken the new Matriarch's sparkle for weakness. Like her sister the Empress, Bubbling Water also ruled with an iron fist, but tempered it with a velvet glove. Under the young woman's management, the Matriarchy had grown, and was now the most prolific and extensive in all four Empires.

A year after making Bubbling Water the Matriarch, Steaming Water had died giving birth to the future Emperor, and never knew how astute her choice had been. Afterward, Bubbling Water had cared for the motherless child while not much more than a child herself. The ignorant and superstitious said that Steaming Water's spirit had entered her son. This belief had a basis in truth, mothers bestowing upon newborns half their psychic reserve. The Infinite had taken Steaming Water before she'd given the child this psychic gift. As a result, Flying Arrow was significantly lacking in talents.

* * *

At swordpoint, four guards in blue and white herded a woman and three boys into the audience hall. Despite the steel at her back, the woman walked erect, without a sign of submission or fear. At ten paces behind the Lieutenant, the guards stopped them and shoved the children to the floor. While her progeny whimpered at her feet, the woman made her obeisance, then spoke without a quaver. “Lord Emperor Arrow, I don't object to this treatment, but my children don't have the understanding to see it in its proper perspective. If the Lord Emperor would be so kind as to explain—”

“Shut up, woman!”

“Lord Emperor Arrow!” she said indignantly. “I will not—”

“Trickling Stream, please!” Tumbling Pigeon pleaded into the floor, his forehead against cold stone.

Frowning toward her mate, she sighed. “Forgive me my outburst, Lord Emperor Arrow.”

“I'll report your disrespect to your Matriarch and recommend that she remove your tongue!” Imperial law forbade Flying Arrow to punish a woman without her matriarch's explicit consent. Trickling Stream's Matriarch would never relinquish such a duty to someone else. Bubbling Water enforced her own discipline.

“Thank you, Lord Emperor Arrow, on behalf of the Lady Matriarch Water,” Trickling Stream said, bowing. “My faults are intolerable, it is true,” she added, her composure as solid as rock. “However, after these curmudgeons who profess to be guards treated me no better than a slave, I have a right to know the reason.”

“The Lady Trickling Stream demands an explanation, eh?” Flying Arrow sneered, pacing again. “Tell her, Lord Lieutenant Tumbling Pigeon!”

“I didn't carry out my orders, my mate,” Tumbling Pigeon said into the floor.

“What were your orders, honorable mate?” she asked.

“To turn away all those seeking to leave the city and to—”

“To seal off the gate!” Flying Arrow interrupted, stepping off the dais toward the prone Lieutenant. “You've shamed your Emperor before all the peoples of the four Empires! You've failed in your duty to your Emperor! You've besmirched your family name and spat upon the Imperial banner!” The Emperor drew the Sword with both hands and swung it in a mighty arc, splitting the Lieutenant's skull from crown to neck.

Blood gushed, gushed, gushed from the wound with each of the man's last heartbeats. The body twitched and was still.

Trickling Stream shuddered and bit her lip on a scream.

His robes spattered, Flying Arrow jerked off the sash and lovingly cleansed his blade. Sheathing the Sword, he glared at Trickling Stream with a smile that looked insane. “You!” he spat at a guard, “obliterate the body!”

The guard approached and Flying Arrow backed away. As the guard methodically hacked the corpse into tiny pieces, the Emperor watched closely, as if to insure that no piece too large escaped the guard's attention.

Their clothes soiled with vomit and excrement, the children whimpered, their faces buried in their mother's robes. Trickling Stream regarded the Emperor with an impassive face, refusing to let him see her pain.

“Bring the youngest child!” Flying Arrow ordered, the boy not older than five. Of the six guards in the room, not one moved toward the huddled children. “You!” he singled out a guard. “Flatulating idiots! I'll break the sleeping fast on your brains if you continue to disobey!”

* * *

Crushing Mace tried to step toward the children. His feet stuck to stone. Feces ran unnoticed down his legs.

“Haven't you any spine, you cursed invertebrate?!” Flying Arrow raged. “Fall on your knife for your incompetence!”

Relieved, Crushing Mace knelt in his excrement and unsheathed a knife. From earliest childhood, he'd prepared for this ultimate moment. A warrior prayed the Infinite took him onward on the point of his knife or on the sword of an enemy. Crushing Mace had often sought death in this most honorable way, but he couldn't have killed a child even to defend himself. “With my insignificant life I, Crushing Mace, formally protest this inhuman barbarity, Lord Emperor Arrow. Before these witnesses, I say—”

“Get on with it, or I'll—”

“By custom he can say what he wants, Lord Emperor Arrow!” another guard interrupted. Since a person died only once, the ritual of suicide—voluntary or otherwise—permitted a person to speak freely and to commit his or her words to the permanence of parchment for any to read.

Apoplexy filled Flying Arrow's face. A lance of white-hot light electrocuted both guards. Smoking corpses fell to the floor. The Emperor absently rubbed his left palm against his robes. The fetor of frying flesh floated upon the air. “You!” Flying Arrow said, pointing at a third guard, “Bring the youngest child! Bring him here!” He pointed at the gore in which he stood.

This warrior tried to drag the boy away from his mother. Trickling Stream withered him with a glance, desiccating him with her dehydration. Flying Arrow hit her with a bolt of electricity not strong enough to kill. Trickling Stream convulsed, gritting her teeth but letting forth not a squeak. The Emperor gestured at another guard. Advancing cautiously, the warrior sneezed when he disturbed the pile of dust that had been a fellow guard moments before. Separating the boy from his mother, the guard carried him to the puddle and set him there. He turned to retreat, having carried out the Emperor's order.

“You haven't finished, Lord Microscopic Mind!” Flying Arrow beat his limp left arm against his side.

“What are your orders, Lord Emperor Arrow?”

“Kill the boy, imbecile!”

Turning green, the warrior swallowed his vomit and drew his sword. Kneeling, he bowed to the child. “Forgive me, Little Lord.” Turning him face down, he rested his foot on the child's back and swung, beheading the boy flawlessly.

“Well done, bilious one. Now obliterate the corpse.”

The sword like a pendulum, the guard mechanically cut up the body.

“Bring the next oldest,” Flying Arrow ordered, sneering at the mother.

“No!” Trickling Stream howled, her composure finally breaking. “Please, Lord Emperor Arrow, give me a knife to slit my belly, but spare my innocent children! Oh, merciful Lord Emperor Arrow, please!”

A slow smile spread across Flying Arrow's face. He ordered the guard to continue. Ritually, granting the child the same honor as his younger brother, the warrior decapitated the second child and cut up the body.

Trickling Stream wept.

Flying Arrow ordered the same fate for the last child, the ten-year-old Diving Pigeon. The guard reached for him, then burst into flames. The smell of sizzling skin suffused the air. Flying Arrow snarled, a snake of lightning struck, and Diving Pigeon writhed. The numbness spread upward into the Emperor's left shoulder.

* * *

Infinite help me, Trickling Stream thought as the electrokinesis ceased. What would the Lady Matriarch or the Lord General do? Oh, Lord Infinite, help me to find the strength to face this as they would. Acceptance flowed into her heart as her tears flowed from her eyes. “Go with dignity, my son,” she whispered. The serenity of the Infinite upon her, Trickling Stream straightened. “Lord Emperor Arrow, I request that you allow the Little Lord Diving Pigeon to take his own life, with honor.”

“What's he done to deserve an honorable death, eh?”

“He meets the Infinite willingly, Lord Emperor Arrow.”

“Give him a knife,” Flying Arrow ordered. “We shall see if the boy has the fortitude to do what's beyond many men twice and thrice his age.”

Kneeling, Diving Pigeon bared his stomach. The haft in both hands, the blade toward his lower bowels, he looked at Flying Arrow. His eyes never leaving the Emperor, Diving Pigeon thrust the knife deep into the lower-left groin, and yanked it across and up toward the right kidney, spilling his bowels into his lap. Just before he fell forward, a guard leaped over and beheaded Diving Pigeon so the throes didn't dishonor the death.

A long silence followed, all but the Emperor admiring the boy's courage.

“Thank you for your bravery, my son,” Trickling Stream whispered.

“Cowardice, you mean!” Flying Arrow spat, scowling at her. “Confiscate Tumbling Pigeon's home and its contents, take what's left of the bodies, mix them with piss and shit, and sell the concoction to a farmer as fertilizer!”

“Lord Emperor Arrow, what about the woman?” asked one of the two remaining guards.

“Remand her unto the Matriarch Water with my recommendation that she die the most ignominious death possible.” Flying Arrow's gaze bore into Trickling Stream. His left arm hung at his side, as though paralyzed.

“The Matriarch shall know my wrath!”

Then, as on countless earlier occasions, the Emperor kicked the corpse. It was smaller and lighter than most the corpses he'd kicked, and on the floor was more blood than usual.

Flying Arrow fell on his buttocks.







Chapter 21

When nobles become unable to administer their properties or incur the Imperial disfavor, they or appointed executors can place all assets into receivership. This institution protects a prefecture from all plaintiffs, including the Emperor. While in receivership, all governmental offices and services continue to function, all positions are frozen, and the lives of all those affected by the noble's indisposition remain much the same. For this protection, half of all profit goes directly into the Imperial treasury, and none to the noble. After regaining Imperial favor or recovering the ability to govern, the noble may negotiate the end of receivership. The purpose of the institution is to prevent an Emperor's arbitrary confiscation of property.—Collected Essays on Government, by Guarding Bear.

Our bodies are our power. We must each strive to breed children more intelligent and talented. Traditionally, men make their eldest sons their heirs—not sons with the most ability. If women don't improve the race, men obsessed with primogeniture would breed humanity into extinction.—Matriarchal Law: Precepts and Canons, by the Matriarch Rippling Water.

* * *

Bubbling Water sighed, telling herself she'd reared Flying Arrow as well as anyone could, given the circumstances.

“When you can, please continue your story, Lady Water.” Snarling Jaguar gently rubbed her back. Suddenly, he stuck his finger in the air and lifted the edge of a tapestry. Behind it was a decanter and two tumblers on a platter. He filled the tumblers with an amber liquid and handed her one. “You might find this a help,” he said, sipping. Coughing, he shuddered, his eyes watering.

Grinning at his gagging, Bubbling Water slurped her drink down without even a grimace. “Thank you, Lord. I prefer a larger glass, but…” Smiling, she picked up the untouched goblet of goat's milk, drained it, and handed it to him. “This is the right size.” Five tumblers would fill the goblet. Snarling Jaguar laughed and filled their glasses.

“Where was I?” she asked. “Oh, that's right. The Heir Sword was missing and Flying Arrow killed every Northerner but one to force the information from Lofty Lion. The Imperial Ruling Council debated what to do with the empty lands. Scowling Tiger advocated for colonization, and Guarding Bear opposed him. Eventually, the Council deadlocked. Flying Arrow used their indecision as a pretext to dissolve the Council, then decided not to colonize. Didn't your brother leave the Craggy Mountains and go north about that time?”

“Yes!” Snarling Jaguar exclaimed. “I can't tell you how relieved I felt to have rid myself of the bastard! I pursued him more times than I want to count. He always escaped, being a better strategist and tactician than I.”

The invective in his voice surprised her. Knowing the dislike between the brothers, Bubbling Water hadn't realized he felt such hatred. “Flowing Mind died suspiciously soon afterward,” she continued. “To the alarm of the Empire, Flying Arrow appointed Lurking Hawk the Sorcerer. Melding Mind, fully trained and more than competent for the position, left Imperial service and became Scowling Tiger's retainer.

“Scowling Tiger continued to advocate for colonization, arguing that the lands would become a haven for bandits. Flying Arrow quickly tired of the Prefect's criticism. Remember, Lord, Flying Arrow had already taken two positions from Scowling Tiger—command of the Eastern Armed Forces and control of the Imperial Ruling Council. One doesn't remove someone from a position lightly, even a peasant. Infinite knows why Scowling Tiger suffered from impotence, eh? Despite Flying Arrow's decision, Scowling Tiger sent two of his younger brothers across the border to begin farming the empty northern lands. That was the excuse Flying Arrow needed.

“The Emperor produced evidence that Scowling Tiger had concocted Brazen Bear's plot to assassinate Smoking Arrow—without clearing Brazen Bear of his involvement with the Broken Arrows. Then Flying Arrow declared Scowling Tiger and his allies outlaw, ordering them to give up their lands and possessions and ordering the Commanding General Guarding Bear to war against the Tiger Patriarchy.

“During the civil war, all Scowling Tiger's brothers and their sons died. Only Scowling Tiger, his minions Raging River, Melding Mind, and Easing Comfort survived. After Guarding Bear trapped them in that musty mothballed castle just north of the border, Flying Arrow ordered Guarding Bear to retreat. Scowling Tiger became what he most feared about leaving the northern lands uncolonized: A bandit.”

“ 'Whatever thy will, thou shalt become what thou fear most,' ” Snarling Jaguar said, quoting from the Book of the Infinite.

“Indeed,” she replied, looking into the amber liquid. “Ah, this latest chapter in the Bear-Tiger feud, if indeed it is part of the continuing saga, might prove interesting.”

“What about Fleeting Snow? You left her out.”

“So I did. For most the civil war, no one remembered her. After Scowling Tiger holed up in the fortress, she went north. She knew Flying Arrow might reverse the stay of execution and throw her into the dungeons again. She went anyway. Like all women, Fleeting Snow knew who truly loved her.”

“Who?” Snarling Jaguar asked, gingerly sipping liquid.

“Brazen Bear, of course,” Bubbling Water replied.

“No! I don't believe it!”

“Everyone underestimates her, Lord. Her love for Brazen Bear is as deep as her hatred for Scowling Tiger. She joined the bandit general in the Windy Mountains to exact her revenge. Fleeting Snow has made his life miserable all these years. Part of her revenge was never giving him an heir. I must admit that her giving birth to the girl Purring Tiger mystifies me.”

“Why would Fleeting Snow conceive for a man she denied children for so long, eh? Women!” Snarling Jaguar smiled. She sensed he knew something he ached to reveal. “I'm incredulous you know Fleeting Snow's true motivation for staying with Scowling Tiger,” he said. “I only just learned of it.” He gestured at the decanter. She poured them both another glass, hers much larger. “I learned something else, though. Didn't the Lord General formally retire from the Eastern Armed Forces eighteen months ago?” Imitating her, Snarling Jaguar drank the alcohol quickly, then gagged, sputtered and nearly choked.

Bubbling Water giggled at him. “Yes, Lord, about that—why do you ask?” She let it sit in her mouth before swallowing, enjoying the taste.

“Not long after that, he went somewhere,” Snarling Jaguar said hoarsely, shuddering. “I'll wager you weren't sure he'd ever return, so you conceived your daughter Rippling Water.”

“Who told you that!? Ridiculous!”

He smiled at her. “Not ridiculous at all. Guarding Bear went north.”

“No one knew that, not even one servant in the House of Bear.”

“Someone I know saw him north of the border. Since Scowling Tiger or Guarding Bear didn't die afterward, I suspect someone convinced Guarding Bear that a final vengeance was futile or unnecessary. Then I remembered one small coincidence, and I think I know what happened. This daughter of Fleeting Snow's, the girl Purring Tiger, do you know when she was born?”

“How couldn't I know? She was born the same day as Rippling Water.”

“You have named the coincidence, Lady Water. I commend you on your shrewd induction.”

“ 'Deduction,' Lord. The word is 'deduction',” she said, feeling the effects of the drink. “What deduction?”

“Didn't the Traitress vow never to bear Scowling Tiger's child?”

“She did. For twelve years, was it? Not even a late menstrual flow! I bet you'd pay a pretty tael to know how I learned that!”

“Yet you said everyone underestimates her. How could she keep her vow and still bear a child?”

Bubbling Water looked at him, astonished. Then she guffawed, pounding his large, knobby knee with her small, dainty fist. “That's why Guarding Bear came back alive and without Scowling Tiger's head! I thought he'd given up on his revenge—but he didn't, did he? Do you think Scowling Tiger will ever learn the truth?”

“As of now only four people know who fathered Purring Tiger, and I'm not telling!” Snarling Jaguar protested. Squinting an eye, he frowned at her, looking bewildered. Then he shrugged. “That's also the reason the Lord General attacked me.”

“You think so?” she asked dubiously, remembering how Lurking Hawk had implanted Guarding Bear just before the negotiations. “Is that why you and Guarding Bear consider the Traitress valuable?”

“Ah, yes, the original question.” He pulled her closer and ran a forefinger down her nose. “Spies are useful, to a point. No spy can get some types of information. The Traitress guessed she'd have to know something valuable to find herself a sanctuary. My hunch is she knows more about the Tiger Fortress than Scowling Tiger himself. Tell me, Lady Water, have your spies become intimately familiar with the management of the fortress? Do they know the strengths and weaknesses of its defenses? Can they tell you how often Scowling Tiger's bowels move?”

“Yes—before he traded her away.”

Snarling Jaguar guffawed, shaking his head. “Oh, Lady Water, I find you so amusing.” Snarling Jaguar poured them each another glass, emptying the decanter. “You didn't order her to follow him north, did you?”

“No, Lord. I wouldn't have ordered any daughter into that cesspool!” Bubbling Water tried not to grin.

Looking suspicious, he shrugged to himself. “Anyway, because of her knowledge, I want to make a bargain with you, subject to the Lord General's approval, of course.”

“My mate's a little indisposed to be giving his approval, wouldn't you say?” Bubbling Water reminded herself to place the Bear holdings into receivership. If Flying Arrow wanted to confiscate the Caven Hills, receivership would only delay the inevitable. She wondered how to insure Flying Arrow didn't take everything Guarding Bear owned. Bubbling Water sighed, loving her mate. This is one of those times I wished I didn't, she thought. Infinite grant me patience, she prayed, the fortunes and misfortunes of the Bear Patriarchy and the Water Matriarchy inextricable. What a mess he caused! she thought, but I've been through worse. “What did you say?” Bubbling Water asked, hoping he hadn't seen her anxiety and lapse of attention.

“I said, 'What she knows is as important to me as to you,' ” Snarling Jaguar repeated, frowning.

“If you wanted her knowledge, why did you trade her away?”

“Of least importance to me, Lady, is Swan Valley. It's a piece of land I'll lose in the next battle and regain in another. What the woman knows—well, the bandits are a long way away. Since the Lord General continues to divert their attention, he's still valuable in this delicate balance of power. Of next importance to me is my life, which you, bless your golden soul, extended a short while. Beyond everything I value the safety of my Empire. How do I preserve that safety? Consider what I actually traded for the woman.”

“The Lord Bear?” Bubbling Water asked, the alcohol befuddling her mind.

“Of course. If Flying Arrow captures Guarding Bear, he'll execute him for assaulting me and endangering the Empire. We both know the Emperor's ignorant of the uprising you plan if he arranges the General's death, eh? During that insurrection, the bandits will invade the Empire and besiege Emparia Castle to get the Northern Imperial Sword. You'll have anarchy. I don't fool myself, Lady. I know the Lord General doesn't have enough allies to usurp the throne completely. Topple Flying Arrow, yes, that he can do. The result of a war to usurp will be anarchy, though. Afterward, the threat facing the Southern Empire will be the same that faces the Eastern Empire now—bandits along its northern border.”

Surprised at the breadth and depth of his knowledge, Bubbling Water knew Snarling Jaguar had saved the Eastern Empire from its own internecine forces. “So Flying Arrow will renege on his bargain and demand I give him Fleeting Snow.”

“Indeed, he will, Lady. Ironic, isn't it? First you have to smuggle someone out of Emparia City, then smuggle someone into the city, eh?”

“I doubt I'll have to. The Caven Hills Prefecture abuts the Southern Empire, Lord. Smuggling her across the border into the Caven Hills would be easier than from here into Emparia City.”

“So it might, Lady. What reward might I get for this service?”

“I know the perfect reward!” Bubbling Water took his large curly head in her hands and kissed him passionately.

“I thought we already agreed on that!”

“Yes, I guess we did, but you don't want another virgin, not if you're giving them away! Besides, you want to know what she knows, right?”

“Yes, I do, but I don't know if it's important enough to transport Imperial criminals. Of course, without my help, she might not live long enough to divulge all she knows.”

“You'll want her back eventually, won't you?”

“Eh? Why should I?”

“An animal for your menagerie—the original reason for the trade, Lord. You said so yourself!”

“I lied. I'd no more imprison a human being blameless of any crime than a wild animal. No, Lady Water, despite the rarity of albinos and the beauty of Fleeting Snow, I couldn't treat her as I do the menagerie animals.”

“I thought you too good a person to imprison her. I'm suggesting, Lord, that you give her a home somewhere in the Southern Empire. She's unwelcome among bandits and reviled here. Where's Fleeting Snow to go except south?”

“In fact, I'd planned to ask if that's what she wants. All right, I'll bring her to the border. Arrange a detachment to meet me at Swan Valley in two weeks. Blast, I guess I've given away a menagerie animal, haven't I? Why did I do that?”

“Yes, Lord,” she replied, giggling. “Now, about Sparkling Stream.”

“Yes, the virgin I gave away.” Snarling Jaguar chuckled. “For each month the Lord General remains in my protection, I propose that the Lady Stream remain concubine to Stalking Jaguar for one year.”

“Ridiculous!” Bubbling Water said immediately, objecting merely to find out how flexible he was. “Six months of her service for every month Guarding Bear remains in the Southern Empire.”

“Lady Water,” Snarling Jaguar said petulantly, “I felt so insulted by the Lord General's rude assault on my person yesterday! Nine months.”

“Not unreasonable, considering what you endured. Unless Sparkling Stream decides she wants to stay longer, I agree.” My niece will do whatever I tell her, Bubbling Water thought. If I ask Sparkling Stream to continue to bear children for Stalking Jaguar and spy for me, she'll obey without blinking.

“We have one more matter to discuss, Lady. What are you going to do with my seed, eh?”

She feigned shock. “I, Lord?”

Interrupting further protest, Snarling Jaguar shook a large ebony finger at her. “Don't fool yourself, eh? I'm not like the Lord General, who disseminates freely and copiously, leaving a trail of offspring.”

She laughed, liking his misuse of the language. “I've considered asking something from you, Lord. Your trading the talented tiger to that despicable bandit gave me the idea. What prompted the trade, anyway?”

“My brother had a vision. 'Purring Tiger will need a helpful companion when she gets older,' he said, suggesting the trade to me and Scowling Tiger.”

“Is the Lord Elk's talent controlled?”

He shook his head. “Spontaneous, like yours.”

“Anyway, what I want from you is a tame, talented grizzly for my mate. What do you want in return for such an animal?”

“Possession of the Lord General himself! Do you know what you're asking? Those animals require generations to develop! You can't interest me.”

“Not even with children?”

“How many?” Snarling Jaguar asked.

Bubbling Water laughed at his sudden change of mind. “Four.”

“Six,” he countered, “all borne by daughters of the Matriarchy.”

“You're going to mate with six of my daughters? They'll turn you into an old man before you're done!”

“I'd rather fornicate with you and have you bear the children.”

“If only I could—I've borne my last child, Lord. While I haven't reached menopause, my old husk won't survive another birth.”

“That old husk looks like it just went through puberty.” Loosening her sash, Snarling Jaguar sampled the firmness of a breast. Warmth spread through her body like morning sun chasing away the chill of night. “Besides, Lady Water,” he added, his cheek on her sternum, “I know what a nefarious woman will do with an eminent man's seed. Perhaps your own body's too old, but half your daughters would beg you to inseminate them, eh?”

“True,” she conceded, “but I thought you wanted the children to be mine.”

“Oh, I do, but your body—”

“My ova are perfectly healthy,” Bubbling Water interrupted, indignant.

“Oh,” he said. “Six children conceived of your ova and my sperm but borne by your daughters, in trade for a tame, talented menagerie grizzly. What about the children's gender?”

“Any combination you'd like, Lord.”

“Eh? You'd relinquish a daughter?”

“Why shouldn't I? I know that's not the custom, but I rarely let custom proscribe my behavior.”

“Three of each then. I, uh, don't have a young grizzly in my menagerie, but I'll breed one.”

“Good, and I'll keep the children until you breed and train the grizzly to your satisfaction and deliver it. I warn you; I'll have the animal examined and rejected if I find it has questionable loyalties—as I suspect the tiger does.”

Snarling Jaguar chuckled. “Oh, Lady Water, you're more astute a bargainer than the bandit Scowling Tiger. So much more astute!”

“Thank you, Lord.” Bubbling Water smiled. “Are we agreed?”

“Agreed. You weren't lying when you said pleasure is a business with you.”

“No, Lord—and your pleasure is my highest order of business.”

Snarling Jaguar guffawed, reaching for her hungrily.







Chapter 22

Their shared values brought them together. Their shared outrage at the inequities of their society gave them purpose. Since neither fit well within the rigid strata of their respective origins, the contrasts of their stations complemented each other. They both sought to change themselves and those around them. They both succeeded beyond their ambitions.—Noble and Peasant, by the Matriarch Rippling Water.

* * *

Sighing, the medacor Calming Touch entered the tapestry-walled room inside the main tent of the Imperial Jaguar Entourage. Looking down at Guarding Bear, she reflected how cruel and calculating the Matriarch could be, even toward her own mate. Bubbling Water had ordered her to keep Guarding Bear sedated until the Emperor Snarling Jaguar had transported him across the border. He looks so old and helpless, Calming Touch thought.

She'd disobeyed the letter of the Matriarch's instructions. Calming Touch had disabled Guarding Bear's body with a neural block, not a sedative, suspending his mind in a whirling storm of thought bereft of all sensory input. The effect was the same as sedation but less of a threat to the General's health. Calming Touch didn't know how long he'd have to remain unconscious. Prolonged sedation would sicken anyone.

Probing the edge of the damper field, Calming Touch assured herself it was still on. Satisfied all was well, she yawned and prepared herself for sleep. Weariness washed over her as she stripped to her loincloth and halter. She felt so tired! Yawning again, she crawled between the blankets on the pallet beside Guarding Bear's. Soon, Calming Touch slept so soundly she didn't hear anyone enter.

* * *

The person peeked between tapestries at the medacor's sleeping form and smiled, then looked at the sedated General. Stealthily, the figure slipped into the enclosure and stepped toward Guarding Bear. A hand too large for the small body adjusted a few dials on a shield unit, placed the unit beside the damper generator, and turned a switch. An electrically-generated shield, about the same size as the damper field, enclosed Guarding Bear. The person then flipped a switch on the square damper unit; the globular pattern collapsed. From the outside, shields looked little different from dampers, the interference pattern the same. Shield units generated hollow shells, damper units, solid globes.

That same oversized hand reached for the General's throat.

* * *

Guarding Bear stirred when it touched him. “Eh?” he said drowsily.

A long finger on the hand touched his lips. Looking at the person through sleepy eyes, Guarding Bear nodded his understanding. A finger across the lips meant silence in any language. The slight figure rose, stepped to a tapestry, and nudged it aside to look beyond. Nodding, the person moved to the sleeping medacor and peered into her face. Smiling, he returned to Guarding Bear's side.

“We can talk now, Lord Bear,” Healing Hand said quietly. “She won't wake up until I wake her up.”

“She's keeping me asleep until I'm safe in the Southern Empire?” He too spoke quietly, guessing someone might easily hear them through the flimsy walls. “Is this Snarling Jaguar's tent?” The boy nodded. Guarding Bear asked, “How did you get here?”

Healing Hand grinned. “I followed the Lady Water when she brought you here this afternoon. Then someone saw me, and Snarling Jaguar sent a guard after me. They made me bathe with them, then I slipped away from Stalking Jaguar. I hate baths, Lord Bear, don't you?”

“They're a gift of the Infinite, Hand. She traded me, eh?”

“To Snarling Jaguar. Something about a consort for you, Lord Bear. Her name's Sparkling Stream. She's very pretty. Why's Snarling Jaguar getting you and Sparkling Stream?”

“I'm a hostage, Hand. I've never been a hostage before.” Guarding Bear sighed and lay back on the pillows. “How did the negotiations go? Were you watching the flow? What happened after I attacked Snarling Jaguar?”

The boy grinned. “Some say the Infinite's addled your brains. Others say you must be brave to attack an armed Emperor with your bare hands, eh?”

“Stupid's another word.”

“That's the one I'd use.”

Guarding Bear covered his mouth with both hands to keep from laughing. “I've done stupid things in my life, but never this stupid. Now Flying Arrow's howling for my head.”

“Oh, now I understand. Snarling Jaguar gets Sparkling Stream for keeping you safe until Flying Arrow stops howling. Bubbling Water's got such good shields I couldn't find all her reasons for bringing you here.”

“You probed her?”

Healing Hand nodded. “Wasn't easy—like I said, good shields.”

Snorting, Guarding Bear shook his head, knowing how strong her shields were. She could fend off Lurking Hawk's probe if she needed. “Why are you here?”

“I wanted to see you. Was attacking Snarling Jaguar like pissing on the feet of Emperors?”

Guarding Bear peered at the boy. “I thought you were asleep when I finished that story!”

Healing Hand grinned, his large palms open at his shoulders.

Chuckling, Guarding Bear tousled the boy's hair affectionately. “You're special, Healing Hand; I like you. You came here to see me?”

The blond-haired boy nodded.

Warmth spread through Guarding Bear. “Thank you, my friend.”

Healing Hand smiled. “Will you tell me a story?”

“You do like my stories, eh? Where did I leave off?”

“Last time you told me about Smoking Arrow. That wasn't as good as the one about the Lady Water, though. That one was sad, but good.”

Guarding Bear chuckled. “I'm glad you enjoyed it.” Wondering what story to tell, the garrulous General began to talk aimlessly at first, finding direction as he spoke.

Lowering himself to the edge of the pallet, Healing Hand sat beside the General.

“My 'vacation' in the Southern Empire might prove interesting. Perhaps I can learn something about our neighbors to the south, eh? Besides, Flying Arrow will kick my corpse if I don't go, not realizing I keep Scowling Tiger from organizing the bandits. Who else keeps the Empire safe from them, eh? I do, even though I don't really do anything except distract him. Scowling Tiger has sent so many assassins, I lost count about five years ago. How do I tell Flying Arrow I'm the one who'll keep snatching his sack from their vise?”

Guarding Bear sighed. “I'm not indispensable, though, am I? No man is. Perhaps we each influence the course of events a little, as I did in the Caven Hills. Hand, sometimes I forget how much I've helped my Empire. Over the course of ten years, I changed the face of that wild unruly land.”

* * *

A month after my first audience with the Imperial Ruling Council, tragedy struck. The Empress Steaming Water miscarried. The Empire mourned the loss, and Smoking Arrow was inconsolable. Even though they'd mated ten years before, the Empress had conceived only once. I heard later that the reason her womb stirred so little was her tempestuous moods. The Imperial Shrew, we often called her.

At the time of her miscarriage, I was in the Caven Hills, preparing for the winter rains. To water the next year's crops, we needed reservoirs. In less than a month my brother and I'd supervised the construction of five earthen dams. The neighboring Prefects didn't like our taking their water, but because of the Emperor's mandate, they could only pull their hair and rend their clothes.

To stop them from becoming too interested in our land, we terraced from the center of the hills outward. Others had tried what we were doing. They'd tamed the outskirts of the Caven Hills first, then extended their control toward the center, forcing the natives off the land as they went. Once tamed, the land drew the attention of neighboring Prefects, who sought only to extend their own domains hectare by hectare. They couldn't see the region as a unified whole. When the natives saw what the outlanders harvested from land formerly theirs, they'd reclaim it by force. That's why previous efforts to tame the wild hills withered like a vine stripped of unripe grapes, the harvest sour.

From the center of the Caven Hills, near Bastion Valley, Brazen Bear and I began our terracing. We'd already tried our idea on a limited scale. We'd terraced the first farm a few weeks after we massacred the Imperial Battalion. The yield from that one single-family farm was greater than the harvests of whole villages. With results like that to show the natives, we easily convinced them to adopt our methods. They clamored for our help, but we didn't have the people or resources to help them all.

Terracing is a multi-stage process that requires a kinathon and chemathon to combine their talents. First a chemathon tests the soil quality to determine the content of decomposition—how much of it is phosphates, nitrogen, carbonaceous matter, and so on. Below a certain percent of each, the land isn't worth cultivating. Above a certain percent, a telekinetic clears away most of the brush. To husband the fragile ecology, Brazen Bear and I insisted on leaving the larger trees and sometimes whole hillsides of indigenous flora. Then the kinathon and chemathon combine their talents. While the kinathon sifts rock from soil, the chemathon fuses the rocks together to form a wall. Against this wall, the kinathon piles soil already sifted. To get the highest-grade soil and the strongest walls, a kinathon has to sift the earth several times.

Most the kinathon-chemathon teams I've seen can make a terrace only at ten linear feet per hour. We had only thirty kinathons and fifteen chemathons with enough skill to terrace the steep, rocky hills. Even so, I encouraged them to work slowly and thoroughly. The difference would show when crops grew the next year. The soil where they'd worked patiently grew lush, thick plants, and elsewhere sickly, stunted ones.

The work was slow. Only ten farms were ready for planting. We expected a yield worth a thousand taels, if the sun shined when we needed it, if the rain rained when we needed it, if the insects didn't eat too much. I despaired that we'd have no more than a tenth of the Caven Hills terraced in ten years, when I'd promised Smoking Arrow we'd have it all done.

The day Bubbling Water arrived, I was surveying an area near Bastion Valley, where Brazen Bear and I wanted to build our castle. Being the geographic center of the Caven Hills, Bastion would become our redoubt, the eyry from which we'd watch the world.

On the psychic flow, a border guard near Nest reported that a contingent of several hundred women were requesting permission to enter the Caven Hills. Leading them was the Matriarch Bubbling Water. She asked if she could come to Bastion—as if we'd refuse. I directed the sentry to arrange a small escort for them, and set off toward them with my brother and a contingent of warriors. Being natives, we made better time than they. The lack of roads must have dismayed those tenderfoot outlander women.

I've never seen a stranger company. On the flow they looked like a traveling brothel—like the armies of whores who follow warriors between battles. They were different of course. Enlivening the mood of the flow, these women were curious about everything they saw. Chattering amongst themselves like a flock of sparrows, they asked their guide more questions than he could answer. I felt how excited they were to be on their adventure, and wondered how long that'd last. The region is cruel and unforgiving, especially toward outlanders and especially during winter.

In the time the women traveled ten miles, we traveled a hundred. Our delegation approached theirs only five miles beyond the Burrow-Eyry road. Bubbling Water called a halt, then came toward our delegation alone.

When I first saw her, I didn't recognize her. Bubbling Water wore her hair bound in a braid. Her thick-soled moccasins reached her knees. Her breeches were a loose, thickly padded cotton. Her fur-lined leather tunic dropped to her thighs. From a distance her face looked severe and sharp. She didn't look happy as she descended the hill, striding like a man. She wasn't wearing an electrical shield—her mindshields were like the stone walls of a castle.

Our company bowed as she reached the base of hill.

Nodding, she said, “Infinite be with you, Bear.”

“And with you, Lady Matriarch,” I replied, introducing her to the ten warriors in our delegation.

“Where'd you find so many beautiful women, Lady?” Brazen Bear asked.

She smiled, a mere crack in her ice. Nearly everyone liked Brazen Bear instantly, so I wondered what was bothering her. “Would you and the warriors help them set up camp? We're done traveling for the day.”

“Happily, Lady Matriarch.” Bowing, Brazen Bear gestured the warriors to follow him.

A cold wind began to blow as the contingent climbed the hill. Bubbling Water looked at me. I saw her deep, deep sadness. “I'm sorry your sister miscarried,” I said—and instantly wished I hadn't.

Sighing, she closed her eyes. “That was my fault.” She looked off to the north to avoid looking at me.

“Let's walk, eh?” Knowing to ask nothing from her—not even for her to tell me her troubles—I emitted acceptance, guessing she needed that more than anything.

Nodding, she fell into step beside me. Skirting a large boulder, we began to climb a hill, weaving our way through thick manzanita. She slipped once or twice but soon walked on the leaves like a native. “Six weeks ago, before your audience with Smoking Arrow, he and Steaming Water promised Scowling Tiger I'd mate him to redress him for his loss of the Caven Hills. When they told me—last week—I was furious, and refused.”

Nodding, I held out my hand to help her over a deadfall.

“Even if I did want to mate that fur-licking alley cat, I'd have refused because they didn't ask me first. 'I don't understand,' Steaming Water said. 'Scowling Tiger's the perfect mate. He's young and immensely wealthy. Other than that stupid revolt of those dung-headed peasants, his reputation is immaculate. Why don't you want to mate him?' I couldn't stop myself from laughing in her face.”

Her care-worn face saddened me. “Watch the gopher holes here,” I said. Pushing aside a heavy bough, I let her pass and settled into step beside her.

“I tried to explain why,” Bubbling Water said. “Remember our talk the day before your first audience with Smoking Arrow? Scowling Tiger's probably the most cynical of all the young nobility, and certainly of the Prefects. I'd rather mate a peasant! Steaming Water couldn't understand my reasons. When I stood fast, she demanded I resign as Matriarch. I told her to go to the Infinite. Instead, she went to Smoking Arrow and asked him to remove me. He couldn't, of course; men might rule with their swords, but women govern with their sheaths. All the Matriarchs would've ordered their daughters to cease having children if he'd interfered. Steaming Water was livid and miscarried an hour later.”

Bubbling Water sighed, and I saw she was crying. I put my arm around her, and she sobbed on my shoulder. I don't know how long we stood there. Sensing she just needed to work it through, I didn't say anything. I knew the miscarriage wasn't her fault. From what she'd told me, I guessed Steaming Water had aborted the fetus herself. I reflected what terrible pain we inflict on ourselves merely to hurt others. Glad Bubbling Water had stood her ground, I drew strength from her courage. The cold wind blew lonely leaves around us, the first the deciduous trees would shed.

After awhile, she pulled away and began to walk. “I'm sorry, Guarding Bear. You must think I'm too sentimental and foolish to be a Matriarch. I come here to help, leading an army of women, and end up crying on your shoulder over something that wasn't my fault. I just needed to talk. I can't tell anyone in Emparia City what I say to my sister or she to me. In minutes, everyone knows or thinks he or she knows. I can't even tell Aged Oak. That old salt might be my crewmate, but his gale of words could blow the ship of state off course, eh? Thank you for listening.”

Nodding, I cast her a melancholy smile and turned my eyes to the treacherous ground. We reached the crest of the hill, where the wind was a stiff breeze. The trees were wind-swept gnarls of branch and leaf, the soil stony and cracked.

Below us was the camp. Gray smoke billowed from a large communal fire. On the air floated the smells of frying meat and perfume. Smiling, I wondered how these soft, pampered females would fare in our harsh landscape. “Are they all daughters of yours?”

Bubbling Water shook her head. “Some are, most aren't. I've spent the last month asking the other Matriarchs for volunteers. Those stone-brain noble males refused to help me, saying you'd have to succeed or fail on your own. Men!” she snarled in disgust. Glancing at me, she ducked her head in chagrin. “I don't mean you, Guarding Bear.”

“Well, thank the Infinite, I'm not a man.”

“You know what I meant.” Bubbling Water grinned at me. “Anyway, I've brought two hundred chemathons, two hundred levithons, sixty medacors, twenty empathons, twenty portathons, and supplies enough to feed and clothe them throughout the winter. Few of them have mates and children, so they won't run home the first time a family member falls and scrapes a knee. Most are young and think we're on a grand adventure. When the rains begin, I hope they'll have the courage to stay. I warned them, but the difference between an empty word of warning and the brutal reality is like the difference between Scowling Tiger and you.”

“I'm a 'brutal reality'?”

“And he's the empty word of warning.” She laughed, shedding her cares.

“You're beautiful when you laugh, Lady Water.” You're beautiful no matter what you do, I wanted to tell her. “Thank you for bringing them all to help. Infinite bless your golden soul.” I looked down at the camp from the crest of hill and shook my head. On my arm, I felt her hand and smiled at her. “I have an idea. Since the crew's here and needs to get there—” I pointed to the east “—why don't we put in a road?”

“That is smart! I was wondering how many days travel it is to Bastion. We aren't the swiftest afoot, certainly not in this terrain.”

“I'm glad you couldn't convince those rock-headed noble males to help,” I said. “When the peasants see your army of women, they'll smile and laugh and do all they can to make their stay comfortable. If you'd brought men, the peasants would've cursed and stolen their supplies and kicked them out in the cold.”

Drawing a deep breath of evening breeze, I felt confident we'd succeed. Looking at the woman beside me, I felt her mind touch the edge of mine. She smiled, sharing my confidence. “Shall we join them, Lady Water?” I gestured at the camp below.

Looking around, she stepped toward the other side of the hill, gesturing me to follow. Out of sight of the camp, she stopped and motioned me closer. Standing on her toes, Bubbling Water kissed me softly on the lips. “Thank you, Guarding Bear,” she said, and walked toward the camp.

Warmth coursing through me, I stood there bemused, my hormones telling me to behave in undignified ways. I felt like the young, virile, adolescent male I was. After a few minutes, I followed her.

We worked through the winter, slogging through mud choked streams and rain soaked bushes, over slippery hills under cloudy skies, bringing order to a chaotic land. Of the five hundred women Bubbling Water had brought, four hundred stayed until planting. By then we'd terraced a hundred farms. Throughout the winter, I'd work beside her for a week or two, then wouldn't see her for a week. When we happened to camp near each other, we felt so exhausted from working all day, we had only an hour to talk before fatigue dragged us off to sleep. Most of our talks weren't very private. We both had people always wanting a moment of our time to discuss the canal I was digging or the school she was building. Even so, we found time to talk about the people and the land, and the dreams we had for them. Somewhere in there, we also found time to laugh and be friends, to cherish each other's company.

When spring came, Bubbling Water needed to return to Emparia City. She invited me to visit her if I happened to go there. As my brother and I watched them march away, Brazen Bear asked me, “Do you think that 'army of whores' will come back?”

I smiled at our affectionate cognomen for them when they couldn't hear us. Shrugging, I picked up a plowshare. “If she doesn't, I'll go find her.”

“You wouldn't betray the Caven Hills by mating some outlander noble wench, would you?”

I knew he was joking but asked him seriously, “Would you mate her?”

Not answering, Brazen Bear looked mournfully after them.

A few months later, Steaming Water conceived again. Less than a week after that, early one morning, Bubbling Water appeared on my doorstep in Bastion, only her personal servant and a pair of guards with her. She grinned at me as I opened the door. “The Lord Emperor banished me from the castle.”

Laughing, I invited her in. The others stayed outside. The moment I closed the door, Bubbling Water put her arms around me. I held her, feeling a comfort I can't describe, as though someone had reached into my chest and was stroking my heart. It was timeless and still didn't last long enough. I don't know how long we stood in the central room of my modest home, not talking. The eternal moment ended when the door swung open—right into my back.

“Why are you blocking the door?” Brazen Bear asked, poking his head through. “Oh, uh, Infinite be with you, Lady. Will you be working today, Brother? The sun's been up an hour now. Of course, a day of rest wouldn't harm you.”

I smiled at him. Nodding, Brazen Bear ducked back out, closing the door.

“You have an invitation to Emparia City next week,” Bubbling Water said. “Smoking Arrow's going to hold that auction he promised you. Did you collect the statues?”

“You said he banished you.”

Shaking her head, she smiled. “He would have if my sister had let him. Oh, look at those beautiful statuettes!” She gestured at the central room.

“Brazen Bear and I've made hundreds of them, and we dug up seventy five statues from the battlefield.”

Fascinated with each, Bubbling Water wandered among them. “Oh, you've got work to do today, don't you? I'm sorry. Let's go, eh?” Kissing me on the nose, she stepped out the door.

Throughout the week she stayed at my side, going where I went and helping with whatever I was doing. At night, I insisted she sleep in the next cot or next room. Wanting to stay beside me, she nodded glumly. By the end of the week, of course, the whole Empire assumed we'd sought the Infinite through our joining. Being the Matriarch Water, she could couple with anyone she wanted—except possibly the Emperor. While I very much wanted her body, I felt reluctant. I value the beauty of her spirit, which happens to live in the temple of a goddess. We didn't spend all our nights apart. One night Bubbling Water couldn't sleep, and we talked until the sun rose. That week I always knew she was near. I developed a faith in her presence that nothing has shaken since.

Near the week's end, we packed almost two tons of statues and statuettes, and I turned my duties over to Brazen Bear. “Bring back money, and mate the wench while you're there, eh?” he whispered quickly in my ear.

With four levithons carrying the statues behind us, Bubbling Water and I traveled to Emparia City. The Bastion Nest road was in poor shape. The autumn before, we hadn't had time to design and construct it properly. Patience, I told myself, wanting to stop and fix it right then. We traveled slowly because of the statues. A seasoned warrior travels the distance in twenty four hours, but we took three days.

Fortunately, the Emperor had given us permission to stamp the crates with the Imperial insignia, or Scowling Tiger would've found some way to confiscate them. As we passed through Nest, we could feel his spies watching our every motion.

Bubbling Water's home in Emparia City was a palace. The walk from the gate to the door took us a full ten minutes. As we approached the front entrance, she instructed the levithons to take the crates to the side entrance for unloading.

“Eh? Why unload them here?” I asked.

“We're having the auction here.”

“The place looks large enough for an auction.”

Bubbling Water smiled, and I knew I'd insulted everything nobility held sacred. “Don't say that to Steaming Water, eh? When we go in, I want you to stay in the antechamber and say nothing, all right?”

“What's an antechamber?” I asked, following her. I looked around while she entered the central room. The antechamber glittered. Coating the walls was a layer of crushed crystal. Arches soared above me, twice as high as my house in Bastion. From the ceiling hung a chandelier that looked so heavy I prayed it didn't come loose. I heard her speaking with someone inside. I waited placidly, feeling grimy in that immaculate place. Even so, I felt I belonged because she wanted me there.

I heard her voice getting closer. “… While he's here, I want you to meet my betrothed,” Bubbling Water said, leading a woman around the corner.

I recognized her instantly. I bowed to the Lady Empress Steaming Water. 'Betrothed'? I wondered, glancing around as I rose, seeing no one else. “Infinite be with you, Lady Empress.”

Steaming Water turned to her sister. “Where is he?”

Bubbling Water glanced at me and looked at her sister.

The Empress looked baffled.

Then Bubbling Water pointed at me with an outstretched arm. “Him.”

“That's the Peasant Upstart Usurper, Sister. You can't mate him!”

“Why not? He's young and immensely wealthy—or will be after the auction—and he has more face than Scowling Tiger.”

I could see the Empress was about to miscarry again. Laughing aloud, I said, “It's a joke, Lady Empress. I persuaded the Lady Matriarch to tell you that as a practical joke.” I laughed again as if I expelled excess wind.

Steaming Water's relief was plain until she saw her sister's face. “It's not a joke, is it? Oh, Infinite blast you, Bubbling Water!”

While her sister raved, Bubbling Water stepped toward me. Putting her arm around me, she lay her head on my shoulder and watched the tirade sadly.

“… You're the most insolent, insufferable, intolerable, infuriating sister I have! Well, Lady Matriarch, that won't last long!” Steaming Water said, sneering the title and staring at us. “I'll ask my mate to…”

Pulling my face down to hers, Bubbling Water kissed me as though her sister weren't even there. I lost myself in the kiss and didn't hear what Steaming Water said after that. Somewhere in the distance I heard the voice of a shrew rise and fall like waves at a beach too far away to see. After a few minutes, the sound faded, the kiss transporting me. When Bubbling Water released me, I thought I was still far away, because I didn't hear that harping voice anymore.

“I'd like your permission to mate the man I love, Lady Empress.”

Steaming Water shook her head, exasperated. “You'll mate him with or without my permission. Why the Infinite do you ask?”

“Because I love and respect my sister as I did our mother.”

Steaming Water cooled in the gentle breeze of Bubbling Water's soothing voice. “He's ugly, and he smells.”

“The beauty inside Guarding Bear far surpasses his handsome looks, and he smells like the land he loves.”

“If he loves it so much, he ought to return to it, and never come back!”

“He'll always return to the land, thank the Infinite,” Bubbling Water replied, “because he cares about the people and the land far more than any noble I know.”

“They're peasants, blast it—offal!”

“Forgive me, Lady Empress,” I said, “but they're citizens first, peasants second, and offal never.”

“Where'd you get such a crazy, Infinite blasted idea, Peasant?”

“From my father, Crazy Bear,” I replied, trying not to grin. “Forgive me for saying so, but without peasants, you wouldn't be Empress, Lady.”

“True enough, Bear. You're incorrigible, Sister. Very well.” Steaming Water sighed, losing her head of steam.

“Oh, thank you, Sister, and bless you.” Bubbling Water hugged the Empress, who tolerated the embrace as a cat would a bath.

“Thank you for your blessing, Lady Empress,” I said, bowing.

Steaming Water watched me, probably to insure I wouldn't hug her as well. “I suppose you'll announce your betrothal before the auction, eh?”

Bubbling Water smiled sweetly. “How did you know?”

“Because your heart's an abacus, like mine, Sister.” The two women shared a laugh. After a moment, I caught on that my statues were more valuable if I were the Matriarch Water's betrothed. Steaming Water smiled at me, her teeth gleaming white—the wrong color, I thought. “I'll see you at the evening meal, Sister. Bring him, and we'll begin to civilize him.” Smiling again, Steaming Water wrinkled her nose as though at an offensive odor, then turned and left. I knew we'd be great friends.

“That's as polite an invitation as you'll get from her.”

“Gracious of her,” I said, shaking my head. “Bubbling Water,” I asked, “this man you love, have you told him yet?”

Laughing, she stepped into my arms.

On the day of the auction, Bubbling Water and I scandalized the Empire by announcing our betrothal. The only Eastern nobles who didn't attend the auction were Scowling Tiger and his brothers. The only ones who didn't buy something were his very staunch allies. We set prices for the statuettes, which sold in an hour, all four hundred. Then the bidding began. I'd never heard such high amounts tossed around in casual conversation. Before the bidding was over, I was wealthier than I'd ever dreamt, and certainly than I'd ever need.

When we had a moment, Bubbling Water and I repaired to the refectory. We refilled our goblets and nibbled on fine cheeses. Suddenly, she asked me in a loud, pleasant voice, “What's the first thing you'll do now that you're as wealthy as a stinking noble?”

I didn't need to think about it. Chuckling, I whispered so no one would overhear. “How can I quietly donate an adequate sum to the mates and children of the tax collectors and warriors who died in our rebellion?”

She kissed me fiercely, her arms around my neck. Setting off the tongues of everyone who saw us, she didn't let go until the bidding on the next piece began. “I'll help you find them, my lord, my love.” Then she led me back into the auction room.

I realized then that my wealth wasn't the coin in my pocket, nor even the invaluable woman who'd betrothed herself to me. My wealth was and is, always has been, and always will be, my willingness to help my fellow citizen.

* * *

Guarding Bear glanced over at the medacor Calming Touch. During his story, she hadn't moved. On the pallet beside him, Healing Hand sighed deeply, a small wistful smile on his face.

“I find it so easy to dwell on the glory of all my victories, the fame I've earned, and the lofty toes I've trounced. None of it means a bucket of dung next to the smiles on the faces of people I've helped.

“Names are so misleading, eh? 'Peasant Upstart Usurper,' they call me. I don't have to let their name shape my thinking. I've done more to help this land than hurt it, a thousand times more. I'm not really the Usurper; that's only a mask. I wish Flying Arrow would do something to assure the succession—appoint an Heir, impregnate his consort, anything.”

Healing Hand giggled beside him.

Guarding Bear tousled his hair. “Anything to remove me one step from the throne, anything so I'm less of a threat to him. No matter how much I wish it, without a secure succession, I'm the Peasant Upstart Usurper. That's one mask I'll be glad to discard.”

The General sighed. “I look forward to my vacation in the Southern Empire. I won't meet anyone wanting to put the mask back on me. While I'm there, I'll have the chance to be Guarding Bear. That's not much to ask, is it?” he asked, looking upward at the ceiling of tent and inward for his spiritual strength. “Lord Infinite, please help me to be Guarding Bear.”







Chapter 23

Death is all. Choosing death whenever faced with the choice between life and death is the warrior's paramount way to serve the liege lord. To give up self for others, to become one with the lord's wishes, is the warrior's ultimate goal. A life is a pittance to pay for the supreme honor of dying in the service of one's lord.—A Book of Five Rings.

* * *

Bubbling Water woke, the feel of a man beside her, the smell of their pleasures around her. Smiling, she thanked the Infinite for granting her fulfillment.

Careful not to wake Snarling Jaguar, she rose, looking around. A bucket was in a corner. While she relieved herself, she cleansed her skin with trace chemathonics. Then she checked her uterus, where she held his seed suspended. Sperm lived less than six hours outside the sack. With her ability to regulate the internal temperature and chemical balances of her womb, she could keep sperm alive indefinitely. Seeing the spermatozoa swimming happily around the artificial environment inside her, she smiled.

Bubbling Water brushed her hair with telekinesis until it shined. Adjusting her liver, she metabolized last night's alcohol and its byproducts, clearing her system. Brushing her teeth and cleansing her mouth, Bubbling Water wondered how she wanted to smell today. I feel happy, she thought, synthesizing the scent of peach blossoms.

Climbing Ivy pushed aside a tapestry and gestured to Bubbling Water. She followed the woman to the next enclosure, where hundreds of fine silk robes hung. “I manage the Lord Emperor's wardrobe, as well as style his hair,” Climbing Ivy said quietly. “I've selected a few robes I thought you might like, Lady Matriarch.”

“Thank you, Ivy, that's very kind.” Looking among them, Bubbling Water picked a pale peach to go with her perfume. Climbing Ivy helped her dress. The silk halter was very comfortable. So soft was the brushed lambskin loincloth that she soon forgot she wore it. The leggings of the sheepskin moccasins reached her knees.

“You're pretty enough to make every man drool and every woman jealous, Lady,” Climbing Ivy said, looking her over. “It's the light in your eyes, Lady. How do you stay so happy?”

“I sheathe a sword as often as I can.”

The coiffeuse laughed, covering her mouth so she wouldn't wake her liege lord close by. “If you're hungry, the Lord Emperor sets a fine table, and his coffees are the best on the continent. Also, the Lord Captain Whisper arrived about a half hour ago, leaving the escort at the edge of camp. He said he'd wait at the base of the hill, if you wish to speak with him. I invited him to break his sleeping fast, but he's just having coffee.”

“Thank you, Ivy. Right now, I'd like to see the Lady Snow.”

“Yes, Lady,” she replied, gesturing Bubbling Water to follow.

Stopping at a tapestry of a wintry scene, Climbing Ivy pulled it aside. Beyond, sitting on a cushion, was Fleeting Snow. Entering the enclosure, the Matriarch stepped to her daughter's side and embraced her. Sobs began to shake the younger woman. “You've endured so much, my daughter,” Bubbling Water murmured. “You've been loyal to your widow and me beyond all reason. Your performance was glorious to see.”

Pulling her head from the Matriarch's shoulder, Fleeting Snow looked away. “How can you ever forgive me, Lady?”

“Forgive you for what? What are you saying?”

“I didn't tell you about the trade, Lady Matriarch.”

“While I am curious why you didn't tell me, my child, that's not important. I love you as I ever have.”

Fleeting Snow smiled gratefully. “Yes, Lady, I know. I've lived so long where no one loved me that I forgot what it's like. Oh, Lady Water, it was terrible!” She began to sob again.

Pulling her close, Bubbling Water held her.

A few minutes later, the younger woman pulled back and wiped her face. “I'd have sent a messenger, Lady, but I didn't know Scowling Tiger planned to trade me away until that day.”

“Not to worry, eh?” Bubbling Water said, shrugging. “No harm done that didn't resolve itself. Listen, Daughter, you've done so well for so long I can't put a value on the price you paid. I'm sorry you lost twelve years of your life and had to leave your daughter behind. The Lord Bear and I want you to ask anything of us. If we can grant it, we will.”

Fleeting Snow laughed bleakly and shook her head. “I need to think, Lady Matriarch.”

“Of course, Lady. Know this, Daughter Snow: I ask one more year of service. You'll travel between Bastion and the Southern Empire during that year. I imagine you'll find it a pleasant change from the Tiger Fortress. After one year, I'll release you from all commitments. Then, you'll be free.”

“Yes, Lady,” Fleeting Snow said, “thank you.”

“For now, go with the Lord Emperor. You'll be safe with him.”

“What about Flying Arrow?”

“Eventually, he'll be grateful for your knowledge about the Tiger Fortress.”

Laughing, Fleeting Snow nodded. “Infinite bless you, Lady.”

“The Infinite has blessed me with you, Daughter.” Embracing her, Bubbling Water rose. “Thank you, Fleeting Snow, for everything.”

“I only did my duty, Lady Matriarch.”

“You did more than anyone would've thought to ask. Infinite be with you.”

“And with you, Lady Matriarch,” Fleeting Snow said, bowing.

Bowing back as though they were equals to honor her, Bubbling Water stepped from the enclosure. Climbing Ivy waited in the corridor.

Bubbling Water wondered how she might persuade Fleeting Snow to live. “You said you had coffee?” She smiled brightly. “If the weather's nice, Ivy, I'll take it outside. I enjoy pleasant mornings.”

“Yes, Lady Matriarch. Come this way.” Leading her along a tapestried corridor, the coiffeuse stopped at an intersection and gestured toward the tent entrance. “I'll be there in a moment with your coffee, Lady.”

“Thank you, Ivy.”

The woman bowed as Bubbling Water stepped to the awning covered entrance. Toward the east the sun peeked from behind the castle. The sight of the edifice reminded her of her worries. She tucked them away to enjoy the morning, at peace with herself.

“Infinite be with you, Hand, Lord Captain,” she said to the pair below.

At the base of the hill, Silent Whisper and Healing Hand rose from their obeisances. “Infinite be with you, Lady Matriarch. Did you sleep well?”

“I did, Lord, thank you.” Descending halfway down the hill, she settled herself in the grass. “Would you like to join me for coffee?”

“Can I have juice?” Healing Hand asked, walking up and settling himself beside her. Silent Whisper eased himself to the grass two paces away, a cup of steaming black coffee in his hand.

“Of course, Hand. You should say, 'Thank you for the invitation, Lady Matriarch, but I'm not worthy of such an honor.' ”

“Is that what the Lord Bear means by 'obligatory flattery'?”

Laughing, she tousled his hair. “That's our custom, Hand.” She glanced at the Captain, seeing his heaviness of spirit. “I'm sorry you're not feeling well, Lord Whisper.”

“Thank you, Lady Matriarch. Forgive me for showing my troubles on my face.”

“I pray you find peace, my friend.”

“Infinite bless you, Lady.” Silent Whisper appeared to feel worse.

Climbing Ivy descended the hill with a tray and set it beside the trio. “I brought juice for the Little Lord Hand.”

Bubbling Water translated what she'd said.

“Just what I wanted, Ivy. You shouldn't call me 'Lord.' I'm just a peasant. I'm not a lord yet.”

The three adults laughed. The boy looked at them, puzzled. “Ambitious little peasant, aren't you?” the Southerner said.

Healing Hand waited for the Matriarch to translate. “I guess I am.”

They laughed again.

“When you want more coffee, Lord, Lady, if you lift your left pinky, I'll bring it instantly.”

“Thank you, Ivy,” Bubbling Water said, translating for the other two.

Bowing, Climbing Ivy retreated to the tent entrance.

Breathing deeply, Bubbling Water looked around. The tents of the Imperial Jaguar Entourage were coming down. She guessed they'd leave that afternoon. From amidst the active camp strode Stalking Jaguar. Climbing the hill, he nodded to their bows. “Infinite be with you all,” he said. “We leave before dusk, Lady Matriarch.” He then looked at Healing Hand. “Hand, would you like to tell the Lady?”

The boy grinned sheepishly at Bubbling Water. “I got away from the Lord Heir last night, Lady. I only wanted to explore.”

Sensing a fib, she put a cunning look on her face. “I'll accept that answer for now, Hand. I expect you to tell me the truth later.”

“That is the truth!”

“Not all of it, Hand,” Bubbling Water replied. “Withholding the truth is another way to lie, young man. I'd like you not to make it a habit.”

“Yes, Lady Water,” Healing Hand said glumly.

“Sometimes, it's a form of discretion as well, Hand. I don't expect you always to know the difference. Sometimes, even I can't tell.”

The boy looked puzzled. “I thought you knew everything.”

Laughing, Bubbling Water hugged him. “Only the Infinite knows all, eh? We mere humans can only try.” Healing Hand nodded and smiled. “Travel safely, Lord Heir,” she said. “Seek the bliss of the Infinite with my niece whenever you can.”

“I will, Lady. It was an honor to have met you. Infinite bless you.” Nodding to their obeisances, Stalking Jaguar strode down the hill.

Gazing southward, beyond the ring of tents, Bubbling Water looked across fertile plain. Crops heavy with yield spread across the gently rolling land, harvest not far away. Sipping her coffee, she prayed the winter rains held off for another two weeks. She knew she'd leave soon for the Caven Hills to help the peasants with harvest. When she could, she liked to join them in the fields. The peasants usually welcomed her help. With her Wizard strength telekinesis, Bubbling Water could harvest more than a hundred men not using talent. “Would you like to come with me to the Caven Hills, Hand?”

A smile splashed across Healing Hand's face. “Thank you for the invitation, Lady Matriarch,” he replied with an affected reserve, “but I'm not worthy of such an honor.”

She laughed so hard she almost spilled her coffee. “Oh, Hand, you're a wonderful boy. Now I'm taking you even if you don't want to go.” Grinning, she hugged him. “Lord Whisper, we'll leave a week from now. You'll need to arrange an honor guard with a palanquin. We'll stay a night in Nest. Check with the Lady Stream; she'll tell you the usual route. Inform Bastion Castle of our arrival … What is it?”

Both Healing Hand and Silent Whisper looked suddenly sad.

“Forgive me, Lady Matriarch, uh, the Lord Pigeon…”

“The Lord Emperor executed him, eh?” Bubbling Water sighed, sadness sweeping away her happiness. “I thought he would. I'll relieve Trickling Stream of her duties while she's in mourning. How is she?”

“She's waiting, Lady,” Silent Whisper said, “for your permission.”

“To fall on her knife?!” She looked at him in disbelief. “She's too good a mother to take her life while…” Seeing their expressions, she knew. “Oh, dear Lord Infinite, they were children—just children!” The ugly flower of guilt and bitterness blossomed inside her. Setting aside her cup, she put her hands over her face. Blast you, Flying Arrow! Bubbling Water thought, praying for the souls of the innocent children and crying for their loss. Her perennial guilt lodged like an arrow head beneath her heart. I did the best I could, she thought, wishing for the thousandth time she'd had more discretion in rearing the Heir.

The touch of large hands warmed her back. She heard the soft murmur of the boy's voice. The emitted comfort calmed the winds of her sorrow. “Thank you, Healing Hand,” Bubbling Water said, taking one of his hands in her own and touching it to her lips. “Infinite bless you.” She cleared the tears from her face and the phlegm from her nose. “I'm sorry,” she said.

“Nothing to forgive, Lady,” Silent Whisper said softly. “Thank the Infinite you care so much.”

Smiling at him briefly, she said, “Perhaps too much, eh?”

“Now, Lady, you know that's not true.”

Bubbling Water nodded. “I do. Sometimes, I doubt myself, though.”

“Lady Water,” Healing Hand asked, “why'd the Lord Emperor kill them?”

“I wish I could tell you in a few simple words,” Bubbling Water said. “That's no different from his slaughtering all those Northerners. So much blood choked the River Placid that year, we called it the River Crimson. Since not a single peasant would use the tainted water, all the farms along the river lay fallow. The stench was terrible. I don't know why I expect him to behave any different. Hand, the Lord Emperor probably killed the children for the same reason he implanted Rippling Water and poisoned the Lord Bear.”

“The Lord Emperor poisoned the Lord Bear?” Silent Whisper looked toward the castle, murder on his face.

“Lord Whisper!”

“Eh? Lady, I humbly beg permission to—”

“Permission denied,” she interrupted. “Think about the result before you assassinate Flying Arrow. Running Bear could be Emperor. Or Scowling Tiger. Then we'd really have the Infinite to pay, eh Lord?”

“Indeed, Lady.” Silent Whisper looked very uncomfortable, sweating despite the chill of morning.

“What is it, Lord Captain?”

“When you have a moment, Lady, I'd like to speak with you.”

Alone, Bubbling Water guessed; he didn't look at her directly. “Look at me,” she ordered; he did so, then immediately looked away. “Oh, my friend,” she said, “the weight on your spirit saddens me. Healing Hand, please wait for us near the escort, would you?”

“Yes, Lady Water,” he said without hesitation. Rising, Healing Hand turned to go, then stopped and bowed as a peasant would to a noble.

Smiling, Bubbling Water returned his bow with a nod. “Have more coffee, Lord Whisper. Please, my friend, be at ease with me—and with yourself, eh?” She lifted her left pinky.

Appearing beside them, Climbing Ivy bowed and refilled their cups.

“Do you have a shield, Ivy?”

“Yes, Lady Water.” Pulling a portable shield from her sash, she handed it to Bubbling Water, then retreated to the tent entrance.

Setting the dials, Bubbling Water turned on the shield; the psychic barrier enclosed them. I need to put him at ease somehow, she thought. “Tell me about your visit to Hand's clinic.”

Silent Whisper breathed deeply, then winced, then sighed. Finally, he groaned in confusion. “Yes, Lady Matriarch.”

“Please, my friend, address me by name when we're alone.”

“Thank you for the invitation, Lady Water.” Then he added with a grin, “But I'm not worthy of such an honor.”

Grateful for him, she chuckled.

“The Lady Stream and I found the place. It's a wreck, Lady Water. You might consider putting up a new building. Erecting Structure is there now, talking with Gentle Hand, finding out what she needs and wants. Yesterday, while the Lady Stream went in, I waited outside. We didn't want to frighten the medacor with my sword, eh? She told Gentle Hand you'd buy the property, renovate it and assign a medacor and a wet nurse to help her. She was very grateful.

“While Trickling Stream was inside, a man approached me…” Silent Whisper closed his eyes, struggling to keep his face composed. “The man was a medacor, a Wizard medacor. After speaking with me, he went inside and helped with Gentle Hand's patients. The Lady Stream and I think he's the boy's father. He looks like the boy's father—the hair, the eyes, the hands, the talent. Lady Water, he told me he's a bandit.”

“That rascal! How the Infinite is Easing Comfort?”

“Eh? Did you say …? Isn't he …?” Silent Whisper shook his head. “I don't understand you nobles, Lady Water. The boy's father is a bandit, and Scowling Tiger's personal retainer! Doesn't that bother you?”

She laughed warmly, shaking her head. “Very little, Lord. Easing Comfort's a gentle man without a vengeful thought in his head, if he hasn't changed. I don't worry that he's a bandit, nor even Scowling Tiger's retainer. Easing Comfort wouldn't let his liege lord interfere with his son, especially not a son he probably hopes will become…” Bubbling Water laughed again. “… become the Imperial Medacor. Oh, dear Lord Infinite what a sense of humor you have!” she said, glancing toward the sky. “I'd guess Easing Comfort let you know he fathered the boy deliberately, knowing I'd take Healing Hand under my wing.” Bubbling Water smiled at Silent Whisper, then abruptly frowned. “Lord Whisper, why did he tell you he's a bandit?”

The Captain wilted, as if under a crushing weight. Slowly, he pulled his sword from his sash and lay it on the grass between them, then did the same with each of his weapons. After disarming himself, he looked up at her in anguish.

“A few years after the Lord Emperor Smoking Arrow granted the Lord Bear hereditary rights to the Caven Hills, my father in Eyry asked my uncle in Nest to adopt me. I was ten years old. Remember that cousin I told you about, Lady? The one I dueled in the civil war? He was my brother. I dueled him only long enough to tell him what I knew about the Lord Bear's strategy. He passed the information to Scowling Tiger. I was Scowling Tiger's spy for twenty years.” Silent Whisper looked up with pleading eyes. On his face a silent tear, his voice a silent whisper, he said, “Forgive me, Lady Water.” Faster than a cobra, he snatched a knife from the grass and plunged it toward his belly.

Even faster with her talent, Bubbling Water stopped him.

“Please let me die!” he begged, disconsolate.

“Absolutely not, Silent Whisper,” she replied calmly. Holding his body in her telekinetic vise, she tore the knife from his hand. “Listen carefully, my friend. You're a citizen first, and second a spy. Your service is exemplary, your integrity is solid, your caring is admirable, and your friendship is valuable.” Taking a deep breath, she pushed up his chin so he'd look at her. “I'd let you fall on your knife except for a small detail, one insignificant word. You said, 'was.' ”

“Eh?” He looked surprised.

Cutting the rope of her talent, she released him. “You said, 'I was his spy for twenty years.' Thank the Infinite you aren't anymore, eh?” Smiling, she placed her hand on his arm. “Thank you for telling me, for risking everything; you didn't need to. Bless you. You're a wonderful man, Silent Whisper. I'm grateful you've joined our service and I pray you choose to serve us the rest of your life. I can endure every capricious whim of the Lord Emperor Tyrant because of moments like this.” She glanced into the morning sun, toward the castle. “Lord Whisper, if you can't bear your shames and if your only expiation is to fall on your knife, you have my permission.” Bowing to him, she said, “This humble Lady asks the eminent Lord Silent Whisper to grace this world with his presence a little longer.” Straightening, she watched him.

Confusion and pain poured down his face. She guessed that during the night he'd decided to tell her he was a spy, then to plunge his spirit into the great beyond by plunging his knife into belly. Such a decision was irrevocable and a warrior who'd decided, inexorable.

We live in a terrible world, she thought, reaching inside for her strength. She watched the Captain as he struggled to pull himself back from abyss. Sipping her coffee, Bubbling Water waited, content that Silent Whisper would do as she asked. Thank the Infinite, we have these moments of beauty, she thought. Without them we'd never endure all the rest. In his moment on the brink of abyss, I hope he transcends our world of pain and knows the peace of the Infinite.

His face calm, Silent Whisper looked around at the camp below them, at the sky above them. “Beautiful morning, eh Lady?”

Smiling, Bubbling Water nodded, loving life.

From the weapons in front of him, Silent Whisper picked up a knife to examine it. Putting it aside, he caressed the hilt of his sword. Taking the weapon in both hands, he bowed to her. “This humble warrior asks the Lady Matriarch Water to accept his soul and his sword into her service, despite his unworthy ability and shameful past. If the Lady asks this humble warrior not to fall on his knife, he will obey. This humble warrior asks only that she allow him to guard her with his worthless life for as long as both shall last.”

The warmth of the Infinite filling her, Bubbling Water responded to his ritual request with an equally ritual response. “This humble lady formally accepts the sword and the soul of Lord Captain Whisper into her service. Before her wish becomes his command, this humble lady makes two simple requests of the Lord Captain Whisper.” The ritual felt more real, less rehearsed, than ever before.

“How may this humble warrior serve the Lady Matriarch Water?”

“When the Lord Captain Whisper can, this humble lady asks him to tell the Lord General Bear all he has told this lady.”

“This humble warrior wouldn't consider doing otherwise.”

“As this humble lady thought. This humble lady's second request is that the Lord Captain Whisper vow a greater allegiance to the Imperial Arrow Twins and the Succession Assured.”

“Eh? Has the Infinite addled your brains?”

“This humble lady asks the Lord Captain Whisper to make his vow without need for explanation, without fear of punishment, without hope of reward.”

“Forgive this humble warrior his forgetting his place.” Looking toward the castle, Silent Whisper bowed in its direction. “This humble warrior asks the Twin Lords Arrow to accept his soul and his sword into their service and to consider this warrior's penultimate loyalty to the Lady Matriarch Water and the Lord General Bear. This humble warrior swears upon the Infinite to defend the Succession Assured and the Twin Lords Arrow with his insignificant life.”

“On behalf of the Twin Lords Arrow, this humble lady accepts the Lord Captain Whisper into their service.” She smiled and sighed as he rose from his bow. “Thank you, Silent Whisper, for all your gifts today. Infinite bless you.”

“Thank you, Bubbling Water.” He nodded to acknowledge the honor, smiling. “Life's a joy, eh?”

“You're a joy, my friend.” Chuckling, Bubbling Water regarded him with a calculating look. “That Wizard you found to treat the Lord Bear.”

Frowning, Silent Whisper shrugged. “Spying Eagle? He's still in the dungeons. The bandit general told me to bring him to your attention, Lady. Infinite knows why the Wizard refused the position you offered.”

“He wasn't an assassin,” Bubbling Water said, remembering his gentle probe. “Not like Scowling Tiger to send a spy who refuses to spy.”

Laughing at the irony, Silent Whisper shook his head. “Perhaps he was an implanted spy, but implanting a Wizard wouldn't be easy.”

“No, it wouldn't. Infinite knows, eh?” She looked at him warmly. “You'd make an excellent mate for one of my daughters.”

Silent Whisper looked embarrassed, but smiled at her. “That's high praise, Lady. Could she be like her Matriarch?”

The warmth of his praise spread through her body. Smiling, Bubbling Water wondered if she should invite him to seek the Infinite with her that night. “Would you join me for the evening meal?”

“Thank you for the invitation, Lady Matriarch.” Then he added with a grin, “But I'm not worthy of such an honor.”

Laughing, she shook her head. “Oh, the insufferable insolence! I won't tolerate it anymore! Prepare the escort, Lord Captain. We leave in five minutes.”

“Yes, Lady Water,” he said, picking up his weapons and slipping his sword into his sash. Standing, Silent Whisper bowed and strode off.

Nodding, she smiled and watched him walk down the hill, wanting to sheathe his sword. Standing, she walked up the hill to the tent entrance. “I'd like to look in on my mate, Ivy.”

“Yes, Lady,” she replied, and gestured Bubbling Water to follow. Stopping at the tapestry of a grizzly, Climbing Ivy pulled it aside.

The medacor Calming Touch bowed as Bubbling Water entered the enclosure. “Infinite be with you, Lady Matriarch. You look well.”

“Thank you, Lady Touch. How is he?”

She gestured toward Guarding Bear's inert form.

Bubbling Water stepped to the pallet. Prolonged sleep had tousled Guarding Bear's unruly hair more than usual. The weathered leather of his face, the gray at his temples and the livid scar on his nose made him look years older than the forty five he'd lived. Guarding Bear, Peasant Upstart Usurper from the Caven Hills, reputed to be the greatest general of all time, wealthier than his nephew the Emperor Arrow, looked like an ugly old man on his deathbed, poor, alone and forsaken, his life wasted.

Thank the Infinite he's none of those, she thought. Kneeling beside the pallet, Bubbling Water touched her lips to his forehead. “Guarding Bear, I love you. I always have and always will. I pray you come back to me safe. Infinite be with you, my lord, my mate, my love.”

Kissing him again, she left the main tent of the Imperial Jaguar Entourage. Her sadness dripping down her face, Bubbling Water felt fulfilled and tranquil even so. Dear Lord Infinite, she thought, looking up at the sky, thank you for all your blessings. Thank you most of all for blessing my life with Guarding Bear.







Chapter 24

I've had a thousand titles. Listen to some of them: Prefect of the Caven Hills, Commanding General of the Eastern Armed Forces, Security Commander of Emparia Castle. I've also had a thousand names. Listen to the one my son gave me: Deified insane retired peasant upstart usurper rebel mentor. I'm all these titles and names, yet I'm none of them. I'm Guarding Bear.—The Lectures of Guarding Bear, 9323 to 9335.

* * *

Snarling Jaguar called a halt not long after the entourage crossed the border and entered the Southern Empire. Feeling pleased to be home, he tapped the psychic flow. The people were jubilant he'd gained Swan Valley. A celebration awaited the entourage at the first town they would come to in the Southern Empire.

Snarling Jaguar smiled. “Lord Heir!” he called over his shoulder.

Stalking Jaguar stepped forward and bowed.

Nodding, Snarling Jaguar smiled at his favorite son. The Heir looked very pleased with his new consort Sparkling Stream, inner contentment plain on his face. The Emperor wanted him to be happy. Stalking Jaguar would find only loneliness in his accession and reign. “What do you suggest for my orders, my son?”

Frowning, Stalking Jaguar closed one eye. “We'll camp here for a day before officially entering the Southern Empire, Father. I'll arrange to have the Lord General Guarding Bear and the Lady Fleeting Snow escorted to the castle. They'll leave quietly this evening so they won't have to endure the pomp and ritual of your return. Before they go, however, you wish to speak with the Lady alone, then both together. I'll remind the warriors we're still, officially, on entourage in the Eastern Empire. Hence, all discipline remains as it was. Time enough for them to celebrate later.”

“Very good, my son, and what else?”

“Just before you see the Lord General, you'll see the Lady medacor, Calming Touch. When you awaken the general, you want me and my new consort to be present. Before you talk to any of them, though, you'll want to see the Lord Blow.”

“Yes, my orders exactly,” Snarling Jaguar replied, nodding. “What do you think Guarding Bear will do when he learns the Imperial Consort is pregnant?”

“I don't know, Father. He is the Usurper. I'd expect him to be angry.”

“I don't. 'Usurper' is what they call him—vastly different, eh? Bring the warrior immediately. I've decided Deadly Blow's fate.”

“Yes, Father.” Bowing, Stalking Jaguar loped off to carry out orders.

The Emperor walked to the crest of a nearby hill crowned with a single tree, the Craggy Mountains soaring behind him. Looking southward, over humid, verdant country, Snarling Jaguar smiled, at peace with himself. My problems are minor compared to Flying Arrow's, problems mostly of his own making.

Hearing sounds behind, the Emperor turned and saw the warrior he'd summoned. Deadly Blow had struck Fleeting Snow while bringing her forward during the negotiations. Snarling Jaguar had promised Bubbling Water he'd punish the warrior for mistreating the exmatriate. “Lord Blow,” he said genially, acknowledging the other's obeisance with a nod. “Come look at the view.” The Emperor returned his gaze to the south.

* * *

Deadly Blow began to protest his unworthiness, but stopped at a gesture from the Emperor. The warrior stepped to the crest, his knees shaking, his fate sealed. Snarling Jaguar's preparing to invite me onward by honoring me, Deadly Blow thought.

“It's beautiful, eh?”

Deadly Blow began to utter banal agreement, but decided that obligatory flattery would preserve his life not a moment longer. “Forgive me, Lord Emperor Jaguar. My eyes don't see beauty anymore.”

Snarling Jaguar glanced at him. “You've served me faithfully for twenty years, Lord Blow. Does that have no beauty in your eyes?”

“No, Lord Emperor Jaguar, forgive me—not when that service ends in disgrace.”

“ 'Ends in disgrace'?” The Emperor laughed softly. “That service hasn't ended, Lord Blow, and you've done nothing disgraceful. I'm confident you'll serve me well for another twenty years.”

“Forgive me, Lord Emperor, I don't understand. What about—?”

“The failure, if any, was mine. First, I ordered you to bring the woman forward, and then ordered the struggle to cease. You followed orders perfectly, Lord Blow. I'm not Flying Arrow. Why should I punish others for my own mistakes?”

“The mistake was mine, Lord!” Deadly Blow went to a knee. “I shamed you before the Lord Emperor Arrow and provoked the Lord General Bear to attack you. Please, Lord Emperor Jaguar, don't torment me anymore. Take my head or invite me onward. Don't prolong my agony!”

“Lord Blow, look at me.” Snarling Jaguar waited until the warrior looked up. “I said, 'You followed orders perfectly.' ”

Deadly Blow looked baffled. “You mean you planned that?”

“Eh? Of course not.”

“Lord Emperor, your modesty is greater than your guile. Truly masterful of you to enrage the Lord General Bear like that, and get him to attack you so you could squeeze the balls of those Eastern barbarians with the threat of war! What a cunning strategist you are, Lord Emperor. There's none better in all four Empires!”

* * *

Snarling Jaguar considered telling the man that he'd let his pride get the better of him. Are others' illusions mine to disabuse? he wondered. “For serving me so well, Lord Blow, I order your stipend increased by…” He split the figure he'd first thought of, then split it again. Rating the man's service, he split it once more, satisfied the amount was just. “… twenty taels per year. Congratulations, Lord Blow, and thank you very much for serving me so faithfully.” To stop the warrior's obligatory assertions of unworthiness, Snarling Jaguar bowed much lower than Deadly Blow's station merited.

His feet barely touching the ground, the warrior walked off, his face immense.

Pleased, Snarling Jaguar watched him go. The rumor that he'd provoked Guarding Bear to attack him would spread like fire through a tinder dry forest. Now, everyone gains face, he thought. Only Flying Arrow loses it. Even Guarding Bear, in having the audacity to attack me, gains immense face. Chuckling to himself, Snarling Jaguar turned to look south, contemplating the land before him and the land he'd left behind.

“Watch events in other Empires closely,” his father Scratching Jaguar had often told him. “They'll instruct you as much as any event in your own.”

In those events Snarling Jaguar saw the terrible trap that lay in wait for the Empire across his northern border. Will Flying Arrow sense the trap? Snarling Jaguar wondered. He could still hear Bubbling Water's prophetic words: “The Lady Consort Flowering Pine will bear you not just one—no, one would be too few!—but two heirs, identical twin sons!” Will Flying Arrow heed my father's advice and see in the 'contention' between me and my brother the crisis he'll face?

I doubt it, Snarling Jaguar thought, knowing the Eastern Emperor a monumental fool. Flying Arrow won't see it even if someone shoves it into his face. I pity the poor soul who gives advice to the Emperor Arrow, because a wise man doesn't need it, and a fool doesn't heed it. Thank the Infinite, I'm neither wise nor foolish.

Sighing, Snarling Jaguar turned. At the base of the hill was Fleeting Snow, her forehead in the grass. “Lady Snow,” he said in the Eastern language, nodding.

She rose and stepped up the hill, shading herself with a parasol. Being albino, Fleeting Snow couldn't do without protection from the sun. “Lord Emperor Jaguar, Infinite be with you.”

Some Eastern ladies always carried a parasol, believing the whiter the skin the more noble the woman—as if some external condition like skin color conferred nobility. These arrogant Easterners! Snarling Jaguar thought, exasperated. Her voice pleasing, he smiled. “And with you, Lady Snow. Has the travel been pleasant for you? Is the pace too difficult?”

“The Lord Emperor's concern for this humble lady is much more than she deserves. Travel is always pleasant, and the pace is always difficult.”

“You'll travel again in a week or so. The Lady Matriarch Water asked me to take you to my meeting with her at Swan Valley.”

Fleeting Snow wilted. “Yes, Lord Emperor.”

Snarling Jaguar frowned. “What is it? Do you object?”

“I've had a lifetime of the Eastern Empire, Lord. I want to put it behind me.”

“I doubt you'll have to stay for more than a year. When the Lady Matriarch no longer needs you, you have a place here.”

“Eh, Lord Emperor?” She looked puzzled.

“You may return to the Southern Empire, Lady Snow, if you so wish.”

“Please excuse me, Lord Emperor. I see little difference between being a prisoner in the Tiger Fortress and being a prisoner in the Imperial Jaguar Menagerie. No, Lord, I … I think I'll fall on my knife.”

“Eh, Lady—in the menagerie? I wouldn't imprison a human being who hasn't committed a crime. No, Lady Snow, I mean that if you wish to live somewhere in the Southern Empire, I welcome you to do so.”

Fleeting Snow looked at him with her disconcerting red eyes. “Thank you, Lord Emperor Jaguar, you're very kind to offer.”

He smiled, guessing she hadn't yet decided. “Have you seen the Lord General Bear?” He watched her carefully, wondering if he were right about them. Knowing all bandits would feel the repercussions, he hoped he were wrong. Snarling Jaguar wanted to ask her: Is Purring Tiger really Scowling Tiger's daughter?

“Only twice,” Fleeting Snow said, her manner as light and indifferent as a butterfly. “The Lord Bear looks old under sedation.”

“We all look old when we're helpless. I'm having him awakened soon. Would you like to watch?”

She grinned at him. “You'll have the Infinite to pay when you do, Lord Emperor.”

“I know it, and I'd like you to help, Lady Snow. Perhaps your presence will calm him a little, eh?”

“As on the last occasion, Lord?”

Snarling Jaguar laughed, liking her. “Here they come now, Lady Snow. Please have a seat over there.”

“Yes, Lord Emperor,” she said, bowing.

A swarm of servants prepared the hill as the Emperor instructed. Gratefully, he eased himself to a cushion, his back to the tree.

A palanquin approached the base of the hill, the curtains closed, the shields on. Beside it walked Calming Touch, looking haggard, and Sparkling Stream, looking more beautiful than her aunt Bubbling Water. The bearers trudged up the hill and eased the palanquin to the grass, then prostrated themselves. The two women bowed.

“Lady Touch, Lady Stream,” Snarling Jaguar said, nodding.

“Infinite be with you, Lord Emperor Jaguar,” said Calming Touch, the senior of the pair. “You look well, Lord, in the best of health.” She tucked a brown lock of hair behind her ear.

“Thank you, Lady Medacor. Thank you also for keeping the Lord General Bear sedated all this way. Infinite be with you, Lady Stream. I see you find my son to your liking.”

Sparkling Stream blushed. “Yes, Lord Emperor, thank you.” The young woman half bowed to acknowledge his attention.

Pleased she was his son's consort, and not his own, Snarling Jaguar smiled at her. He preferred the simple peasant woman, early autumn of years, plain of feature, low of station, without influence. A woman like Sparkling Stream would distract me, Snarling Jaguar thought, reluctantly pulling his eyes off the consort. “Lady Touch, you've done well. How should I reward you?”

“Forgive me, Lord Emperor, I deserve no reward,” Calming Touch replied. “I only did my duty, and…”

Looking at her directly, Snarling Jaguar gestured her to continue.

“I disobeyed my orders, Lord Emperor Jaguar.”

“Oh? The Lord General Bear isn't under sedation?”

“No, Lord Emperor, he isn't. Repeated sedation would've endangered his life, so I used a synaptic block. All autonomic systems function normally, but he has no control over his voluntary muscles. I also disabled the sensory receptors that go through the brain stem, every sense except olfaction, whose nerves go directly into the cortex. Of course, Lord Emperor, I also kept him shielded the whole time.”

“I don't understand how you disobeyed orders, Lady Medacor.”

“The Lady Matriarch Water ordered me to sedate him, Lord Emperor.”

“How is this 'synaptic block' any different from sedation?”

“In its effect on his actions, Lord Emperor, it isn't any different. It's not sedation. Hence, I disobeyed orders.”

Snarling Jaguar shrugged. “I don't agree, Lady Touch. I'll tell the Lady Matriarch you've performed admirably. How did you get around his talent?”

“I didn't, Lord Emperor—it helped me. I've never seen the Lord General's talent do that. I don't understand why it didn't stop me.”

“You've been in his service how long, Lady Medacor?”

“Over fifteen years, Lord Emperor.”

Snarling Jaguar nodded. “He does have an odd talent—rare, nearly unique. Infinite knows. Again, Lady Medacor, how should I reward you?”

She smiled briefly. “I deserve no reward, Lord Emperor Jaguar. The Lord General Bear's safety is reward enough for me.”

Snarling Jaguar regarded her for a moment, then smiled. “As you wish, Lady Touch. I require one more service of you, then you may return north. Can you enable the Lord General Bear to hear, speak and see without giving him control of his sword arm?”

“Yes, Lord, but he wouldn't attack you, would …? My mistake, Lord Emperor—Infinite knows what he'll do.”

Snarling Jaguar chuckled. “Indeed, Lady Touch.” He saw his son walking up the hill. “Please open the palanquin curtains and enable the Lord General Bear to hear. Lady Stream, would you like to greet your uncle?”

“Happily, Lord Emperor.” Sparkling Stream stepped to the General's side.

The medacor reached into the palanquin, placing her hands on either side of Guarding Bear's head.

“Infinite be with you, my most precious and affectionate Lord Uncle,” Sparkling Stream said to the recumbent figure.

“Now his speech, Lady Medacor,” Snarling Jaguar said.

Calming Touch motioned.

“You can't bribe me with my niece's sweet words, you barbarian hyena!” Guarding Bear roared.

Snarling Jaguar guffawed, pounding the ground with a fist.

“Laugh, you blood drinking weasel! Laugh like the Infinite! The first chance I get I'll shove your face into a cesspool!”

Snarling Jaguar laughed harder.

“Why are you keeping me paralyzed, you scum faced, diseased penis of a wart hog? Afraid of what I'll do when you set me loose?”

His face to the sky, Snarling Jaguar's laughter rolled over the hills. “You're hilarious, Lord General. Insult me more!”

Guarding Bear glared at him, then abruptly laughed also. “That's all the obligatory flattery you'll get from me.”

“Do you know why you're here, Lord General?”

“Obviously, Lord Emperor, you've taken me, my medacor, my niece and the Lady Snow hostage. Has Flying Arrow declared war on your stinking Empire yet?”

Snarling Jaguar smiled. “No, Lord General, and I haven't on yours, despite your violating the Inviolate Insignia.”

Sighing, Guarding Bear frowned. “Oh, that—forgive me, Lord Emperor, I acted rashly. Infinite be with you, Lady Snow. This testicle sucker's warrior didn't hurt you, did he?”

“The Lord Blow did no irreparable damage, Lord Bear,” Fleeting Snow said, smiling.

“Your language, Lord General!” Snarling Jaguar said in mock shock. “Shall I have your speech disabled again?”

Guarding Bear sighed. “Not necessary, Lord Emperor. How went the negotiations?”

“Other than your indecorous behavior, very well. I filched Swan Valley from the Lord Emperor Arrow, got a consort for my son, made an alliance with the Lady Matriarch Water, bargained for the Lady Snow's knowledge about the Tiger Fortress, and got possession of you, Lord General.”

* * *

“Eh, Lord Emperor? Of me?” Guarding Bear hoped he feigned enough surprise, silently blessing Healing Hand for his friendship.

“To give the Lord Emperor Arrow time to forgive your unpardonable transgression, the Lady Matriarch and I decided you'll hibernate in the Southern Empire for awhile.”

“Nothing more fun than pissing on the feet of Emperors, eh Lord Emperor?” the General said.

Snarling Jaguar laughed. “If I have the Lady Medacor release you, Lord General, will you come with me peacefully?”

“I agree to restrain my urge to strangle you, Lord Emperor.”

“Your restraint is admirable.” The Emperor signaled to the medacor.

Calming Touch passed her hands across the General's head. “You'll find your muscles responding slowly for a few days, Lord Bear. I suggest you wait before doing anything strenuous, such as provoking a fight with the Lord Emperor Jaguar.”

“My very thought. Thank you, Lady Touch. Would you like to test my arousal responses tonight?”

“We'll see, Lord Bear,” she said, smiling briefly.

“So, my niece, you've become the Lord Heir's consort, eh? My mate's been hawking her wares.” Guarding Bear stretched his muscles, stiff from disuse.

“Yes, Lord Bear,” Sparkling Stream replied. “The Lady Water's arrangement pleases me immensely.”

“Glad to hear it, Lady Stream. May your fertile womb always stiffen the stalk of the jaguar.”

“You're so kind, Lord Bear, thank you,” Sparkling Stream said, kissing him. “Your puns are the worst, however.”

Smiling, Guarding Bear struggled from the palanquin, swaying unsteadily. “Help me stand, eh?” With her aid, he stepped forward tentatively. “I do feel sluggish, Lady Medacor. I'm getting old; Infinite forbid I slow down, eh?” He glanced at Snarling Jaguar. “Allow me to bow properly, Lord Emperor.” He knelt to put his head in the grass.

Smiling, Snarling Jaguar nodded to acknowledge.

Guarding Bear settled himself on his haunches. “Lady Snow.” He bent his index finger to beckon.

Fleeting Snow knelt before him. “Yes, Lord Bear?”

“That's not necessary between us, my friend,” he murmured, gesturing her to sit beside him. “Why didn't you tell us about the trade?”

“I didn't have the chance, my friend. I didn't know Scowling Tiger planned to trade me away until that day.”

“Not to worry, eh?” Guarding Bear said, shrugging. “Have you spoken with the Lady?”

Smiling, Fleeting Snow nodded.

“Has she already told you that you may ask anything of us? As I thought. If we can grant it, we will.”

Nodding, Fleeting Snow laughed gaily. “I need to think about it, my friend. Before you make any promises, you'd better hear what the Lord Emperor wants to tell you.”

“Eh? What could he tell me?” Then Guarding Bear smiled. “He could tell me how to stop being the Peasant Upstart Usurper. Lord Emperor, I'm very grateful you insisted Flying Arrow spare me for my unforgivable insult. I admire your strength and wisdom. Few would've restrained themselves as you did. Again, thank you, Lord Emperor.” Grinning, Guarding Bear bowed.

“We both succumbed to pride, Lord General. I happened to recover first.” Snarling Jaguar shrugged. “You'd have done the same in my moccasins, eh?”

Looking inside himself, Guarding Bear nodded. “Yes, I'd have done the same. What did you want to tell me, Lord Emperor?”

Snarling Jaguar looked around at the assembled people. Most of them smiled. Fleeting Snow turned to watch Guarding Bear's face. Grinning at the General, Snarling Jaguar said, “The Lady Consort Flowering Pine is pregnant.”

Guarding Bear looked off into the distance, his face blank, his shoulders easing back, his spine straightening. “Infinite bless her,” he said absently.

Stalking Jaguar leaned forward, looking baffled. “You're not angry, Lord General?”

“Eh?” Guarding Bear returned from his absence. “Angry, Lord Heir? No, not at all. That's wonderful news!” He returned his attention to the distance. “I wonder which castle lackey she straddled. Do you think she gutted him?” he asked the Emperor.

Snarling Jaguar laughed and shook his head. “You have such a talent, Lord General, for finding the darkness amidst the light.”

“I work very hard at it, Lord Emperor.” Perhaps too hard, Guarding Bear thought. “No, Lord Heir, I'd be foolish to want anything else. A Succession Assured brings peace, eh? Now, we won't have a struggle for the throne in the interregnum.”

“I don't understand, Lord General,” the young man said. “You'd win that struggle. You or your progeny would rule the Eastern Empire!”

“Perhaps, Lord Heir, perhaps not. I want what's better for the Empire more than I want to be Emperor.”

Stalking Jaguar's disbelief was plain. “Forgive me, Lord General, but isn't your usurping the throne better for the Empire?”

They want me to stay the same, Guarding Bear thought, frowning. To them, I'll always be the Peasant Upstart Usurper. I'm not and never have been. I won't let them dictate my role. The General looked into his soul and found the quiet strength of the Infinite. “Not if it costs fifty thousand Eastern lives, Lord Heir, not if it costs a single Eastern life. What good is dominion if I have to decimate the people over whom I exert that dominion?” Guarding Bear looked around, content with the Succession Assured. “Infinite bless her.”

“Lord General,” Snarling Jaguar said, “she's pregnant with twins.”

“Eh?” Guarding Bear looked around, distaste on his face. “Infinite blast her, they'll fight between themselves for the throne!”

Snarling Jaguar laughed. “Perhaps, Lord General, perhaps not. The Lady Matriarch Water divined the pregnancy as the negotiations concluded and said, 'One would be too few.' ”

Guarding Bear looked at him, expecting him to continue. “That's all she said?”

Snarling Jaguar repeated Bubbling Water's whole prophecy.

Guarding Bear shook his head. “Nothing more than that, Lord Emperor? Blast! You know the vagaries of prophecy; that could have a thousand meanings. True, perhaps one son will die. Infinite knows, eh? Still, the Lady Consort's pregnancy brings us all hope. The Empire prays the sons won't repeat the father's mistakes.”

“Depends on their teachers, eh Lord General?”

“So it does, Lord Emperor Jaguar,” Guarding Bear replied, a half smile on his face, his gaze on the distance again. That's the secret, he thought. If I won't usurp the throne from the tyrant because the price is too high, I'll teach the sons how to govern. Guarding Bear silently thanked Snarling Jaguar for pointing the way.

“Well, bless the Lady Consort anyway.” Thank you, dear Lord Infinite, for answering my prayers, the retired General thought. “Listen, all of you,” Guarding Bear said in his resonant voice of command, “I don't want the throne for myself or my children. No matter what you believe, I'm not the Peasant Upstart Usurper.

“I'm Guarding Bear,” he said, knowing exactly what that meant.

* * *
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